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 Cameraless photography’s resurgence in the 1920s has long been discussed by art 
historians and critics as either a facet of modernist “new photography,” or as a specialized 
practice associated with prominent figures of the interwar avant-garde. In their discussions of the 
medium, scholars have aligned cameraless photography with specific movements, groups, 
schools, or individuals, as a means of situating its emergence and subsequent popularity in the 
1920s. This dissertation broadens the understanding of cameraless photography (also referred to 
as photograms) and its narrative by shifting the focus to the publications responsible for the 
medium’s articulation and dissemination in the years between 1920 and 1929. A focus on three 
distinct periods of time—1920–23, 1924–26, and 1927–29—provides a framework to chart 
cameraless photography’s evolution in the 1920s, from its “rediscovery” in 1919 to its status as a 
key component of the “new photography” at the end of that decade. This change in focus 
elucidates the importance of the publications to the history of cameraless photography in the 
1920s, making clear that the current understanding of cameraless photography has been 
determined as much by what has been written about it—when, where, and by whom—as it has 
by the objects themselves.  
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 Beginning with cameraless photography’s “re-discovery” in 1919 by Geneva Dadaist 
Christian Schad, and the subsequent publication of Schad’s work in Dada in 1920, the first 
chapter focuses on the publications that together established the discourse of invention 
surrounding the medium’s embrace in the early 1920s by Dada and Constructivist artists, such as 
Man Ray, László Moholy-Nagy, and El Lissitzky. In the following chapter, the focus shifts to a 
period of codification, 1924–26, when popular and more specialized art, photography, and avant-
garde publications sought to position cameraless photography within existing and emerging 
discourses around abstraction, technology, film, revolution, and art photography. These early 
attempts to position cameraless photography as a new art form succeeded in bringing cameraless 
photography into alignment with the “new photography” and the push for visual literacy at the 
end of the decade. The last chapter focuses on the final years of the decade (1927–29) and the 
culminating moment for cameraless photography’s role in teaching, popularizing, and debating, 
the “new photography.” The decade’s final years also brought increased criticism and negative 
responses to the more experimental forms that comprised the “new photography.” This shift in 
thinking signaled cameraless photography’s waning popularity with the rise of New Objectivity 
and other forms of modern photography that privileged the camera. By charting cameraless 
photography’s appearance, articulation, and dissemination in print, this dissertation provides a 
clearer picture of the medium’s importance to interwar art and photography that moves beyond 
earlier attempts to categorize the medium as either an individual practice or as tangential to the 
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Introduction: Writing with Light: Cameraless Photography and Its Narrative in the 1920s 
The photosensitive layer – plate or paper – is a tabula rasa where we can sketch with light 
in the same way that the painter works in a sovereign manner on the canvas with his own 
instruments of paint-brush and pigment. . . . Whoever obtains a sense of writing with 
light by making photograms without a camera, will be able to work in the most subtle 
way with the camera as well.  
—László Moholy-Nagy, “Photography is Creation with Light” (1928)1 
 
This statement by Moholy-Nagy, made in 1928 and published in the Bauhaus magazine, 
encapsulates the broader themes of this project. “Writing with light” is a metaphor for the action 
of light on photosensitive paper.2 It is also a metaphor for the body of literature that emerged 
around cameraless photography in the 1920s. Indeed, writing with light was instrumental to 
cameraless photography’s unfolding narrative in the 1920s. The cumulative tale of the medium’s 
invention, history, and reception was detailed in a range of texts—statements, manifestos, essays, 
reviews, letters, and books—that sought to define and codify its artistic, practical, and theoretical 
possibilities at a time when its use was limited to either amateur pastime or scientific 
documentation.3 A cameraless photograph, which has gone by many names since its discovery in 
the nineteenth century—photogenic drawing, photogram, Rayograph, Schadograph—is a simple 
process in which objects are placed on a sheet of light-sensitive paper and exposed to light.4 The 
                                                 
1 László Moholy-Nagy, “Photography is Creation with Light,” in Krisztina Passuth, Moholy-Nagy (New York: 
Thames and Hudson, 1985). Original publication: László Moholy-Nagy, “Fotografie ist Lichtgestaltung,” Bauhaus 
II/I (1928): 2-9.  
2 It was Sir John Herschel who first suggested using the term “photography” (light/writing) to name the newly 
invented process. See: Larry Schaaf, “Sir John Herschel's 1839 Royal Society Paper on Photography,” History of 
Photography 3, No. 1 (1979): 47-60; and Geoffrey Batchen, “The Naming of Photography: ‘A Mass of Metaphor’,” 
History of Photography 17, no. 1 (1993): 22-32. 
3 In the years leading up cameraless photography’s resurgence in the early 1920s, the medium was used as an 
amateur photographic pastime to make hand prints or leaf prints, and as a form of scientific documentation, as seen 
in the work of William Henry Fox Talbot, Anna Atkins, and Paul Lindner. Cameraless photography’s early history 
and transformation will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter I. For an overview of cameraless photography and 
its uses see: Geoffrey Batchen, Emanations: The Art of the Cameraless Photograph (New York: DelMonico Books 
in association with Govett-Brewster Art Gallery, New Plymouth, New Zealand, 2016). 
4 Following recent scholars, such as Geoffrey Batchen and Martin Barnes, I use the term cameraless photograph 
throughout this dissertation to describe a range of cameraless practices by a diverse group of practitioners. Also 
known as the “photogram,” the “Rayograph,” or the “Schadograph,” the cameraless photograph’s terminology has 
long been aligned with the individuals who made use of the process. Moholy-Nagy first introduced the term 
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resulting images, particularly in the medium’s early iterations, were often flat one-to-one 
representations of the objects that once touched the paper’s surface. What these images revealed 
was not truth to appearance, but rather, truth to presence.5 These ghostly images of sundry 
objects seemed to counter everything the photograph was understood to be: a verisimilistic 
representation of what was once before the camera’s lens. The seemingly antitechnological 
cameraless photograph made significant inroads in the early 1920s with prominent members of 
Dada, Surrealism, Constructivism, and the Bauhaus. The artists who experimented with 
cameraless photography, including Christian Schad, Man Ray, László Moholy-Nagy, and El 
Lissitzky, were seeking new artistic strategies and methods. They sought to move beyond 
outmoded traditions in painting and sculpture and replace them with investigations of new forms 
intended to challenge traditional notions of technique, skill, and personal style. These were often 
tied to utopian views that experimental forms could bring about positive change in the world.6 
They prompted a turn toward science and technology for possible models, which included radical 
new approaches to photography. Cameraless photography, a medium with little or no previous 
history as an art form, was embraced by a group of artists as a challenge to painting, thus 
ushering in a period of unprecedented experimentation that helped bring photography into 
alignment with the modern age. 
                                                 
“photogram” (photogram) in his 1925 book Malerei Photographie Film, while Man Ray first used the term 
“Rayograph” in 1922 in the American literary magazine The Little Review. The name “Schadograph” was given to 
Christian Schad’s cameraless photographs by Dadaist Tristan Tzara well after their 1919 creation. In order to avoid 
biographical references to specific practices, I use the term cameraless photography to indicate a broad range of 
imagery created cameralessly. See: Batchen, Emanations: The Art of the Cameraless Photograph; Martin Barnes, et. 
al., Shadow Catchers: Camera-Less Photography (London: Merrell in association with the Victoria and Albert 
Museum, 2012). On Moholy-Nagy’s use of the term photogram, see: Renate Heyne and Floris M. Neusüss, eds., 
Moholy-Nagy: The Photograms: Catalogue Raisonné (Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2009). On the Rayograph, see: 
Emmanuelle de L'Ecotais, Man Ray: Rayographies (Paris, France: L. Scheer, 2002). On the Schadograph, see: 
Nikolaus Schad and Anna Auer, Schadographien: Die Kraft Des Lichts (Passau: Klinger, 1999). 
5 Batchen, Emanations: The Art of the Cameraless Photograph, 9.  
6 For a detailed discussion see: Paul Wood, introduction to Art of the Avant-Gardes, ed. Steve Edwards and Paul 
Wood (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), 1-10. 
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This dissertation will elucidate the various themes and subjects that contributed to 
cameraless photography’s unfolding narrative in the years between 1920 and 1929. In the span of 
nearly a decade, cameraless photography was introduced, theorized, codified, debated, and 
attacked, as a viable means of bringing photography into the realm of art. The decade in question 
began with Christian Schad’s “rediscovery” of cameraless photography in 1919, and culminated 
in 1929 with the Stuttgart Film und Foto exhibition, when the medium reached its zenith as a 
facet of the “new photography.”7 Contrary to the prevailing discourse, which positions 
cameraless photography in terms of individuals, movements, or interwar photography in general, 
this dissertation argues that the literature about cameraless photography was as important to its 
acceptance as an avant-garde art form as any of the pictures produced by its inventors. It was 
during this decade that the process saw its most active engagement among artists and writers.  
Central to this project are the texts, from popular photography manuals and magazines to 
art journals and books, that explained, illustrated, and disseminated the medium to the larger 
public. By tracing cameraless photography’s transformation and flowering in print, it is possible 
to establish a narrative that positions it as a watershed moment in the history of art and 
photography. The re-introduction of the medium in the 1920s signaled an important change for 
both art and photography; it made photographic ideas that were previously relegated to the 
domain of painting, and helped, along with the readymade and collage, to shake photography 
from its obsession with the painterly. As a result, cameraless photography played a pivotal role 
in the establishment of a modern photographic idiom. 
                                                 
7 Maria Morris Hambourg and Christopher Phillips, The New Vision: Photography Between the World Wars (New 
York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1989); Matthew S. Witkovsky, Foto: Modernity in Central Europe, 1918-
1945 (London: Thames & Hudson in association with the National Gallery of Art, 2007). Mitra Abbaspour et al., 
Object: Photo. Modern Photographs: The Thomas Walther Collection 1909 - 1949 (New York, NY: Museum of 





The literature on cameraless photography has expanded considerably since the 1990s 
with the publication of numerous books and catalogues that provided much-needed overviews of 
the practice in the twentieth century. The 1990 publication of Floris Neusüss’s, Das Fotogramm 
in der Kunst des 20. Jahrhunderts: Die Andere Seite Der Bilder: Fotografie Ohne Kamera, 
sought to link renewed interest in the medium by artists of the 1970s and 1980s, including 
Neusüss himself, with earlier examples produced by artists since the 1920s, including Schad, 
Man Ray, Moholy-Nagy, and Lissitizky, among others.8 Divided into thematic sections, with a 
series of related primary and secondary texts, Das Fotogramm provides the most thorough and 
comprehensive presentation of cameraless photography’s use for artistic purposes in the 
twentieth century. While the inclusion of cameraless photography’s primary texts has contributed 
to our understanding of the medium and its use in the 1920s, there is little discussion of the texts 
or their role in determining the medium’s larger history. Similarly, the 1994 exhibition catalogue 
Experimental Vision: The Evolution of the Photogram since 1919, by Thomas Barrow, Charles 
Hagen, and Floris Neusüss, addresses artists’ use of cameraless photography since its resurgence 
in the 1920s, though with little reference to the medium’s reception or the literature that 
circulated around it in the years after its rediscovery in 1919.9  Renewed interest in cameraless 
photography among twenty-first-century artists was the focus of a 2012 exhibition at the Victoria 
and Albert Museum and its accompanying catalogue, Shadow Catchers: Camera-Less 
                                                 
8 Floris M. Neusüss and Renate Heyne, Das Fotogramm in Der Kunst Des 20. Jahrhunderts: Die Andere Seite Der 
Bilder: Fotografie Ohne Kamera (Köln: DuMont, 1990).  
9 Floris M. Neusüss, Thomas F. Barrow, and Charles Hagen, Experimental Vision: The Evolution of the Photogram 
since 1919 (Niwot, Colo.: Roberts Rinehart Publishers in association with the Denver Art Museum, 1994).  
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Photography, by Martin Barnes.10 Due to the book’s contemporary focus, 1920s cameraless 
photography was positioned as a mere precursor to work by today’s artists. A recent book by 
Geoffrey Batchen, Emanations: The Art of the Cameraless Photograph, provides a much-needed 
overview of cameraless photography from photography’s earliest years to the present.11 
Although the book highlights the medium’s various uses by a wide range of artists, its broad 
scope does not allow for extended discussion of 1920s cameraless photography or the 
importance of the primary literature to the history of the medium.  
In general, these books provide focused histories of cameraless photography by 
establishing a chronology of significant figures and practices. In discussions of cameraless 
photography’s avant-garde “re-invention,” the focus is often on Man Ray, Moholy-Nagy, Schad, 
and Lissitzky, as the locus of cameraless activity, and for good reason. Beginning in 1919 with 
cameraless photography’s “re-discovery” by Geneva Dadaist Christian Schad, and the 
subsequent discoveries in 1922 by Man Ray and Moholy-Nagy, the history of cameraless 
photography took a dramatic turn toward the realm of art. The question of who was responsible 
for inventing the cameraless photograph in the early 1920s was the subject of frequent debates in 
the ensuing years.12 Because the medium’s history in the 1920s was intertwined with the 
narratives around Man Ray, Moholy-Nagy, and Lissitzky, and the groups with which they were 
affiliated, their writing and the reception of their cameraless work takes on a particular 
significance. It is for this reason that Man Ray, Moholy-Nagy, and Lissitzky will feature 
prominently in the pages that follow. They are, in fact, central to cameraless photography’s 
                                                 
10 Barnes, Shadow Catchers: Camera-Less Photography. 
11 Batchen, Emanations: The Art of the Cameraless Photograph. 
12 It is worth noting that photomontage, another medium “rediscovered” in the late 1910s, was similarly plagued by 
debates regarding the origins ans invention of photomontage. For more on this debate, see: Clément Chéroux, “Les 





unfolding narrative in the 1920s, not because their work was better or more intriguing than others 
working with medium, known or unknown, but because they were involved in making, writing 
about, debating, and circulating cameraless photographs during the brief time period that is the 
focus of this dissertation.  
As will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter I, the answer to the question of 
cameraless photography’s originator can be found in the primary literature, beginning with 
publication of Christian Schad’s cameraless work in the pages of Dada in 1920, a full two years 
before Man Ray and Moholy-Nagy began experimenting with the process. The reproduction of 
Schad’s cameraless photograph in 1920 was the one and only time his work appeared in print 
between 1920 and 1929. For this reason, despite his importance to the early avant-garde history 
of cameraless photography, he figures only briefly here.13 Nonetheless, that reproduction in the 
1920 Dada journal provides the starting point for this discussion. In order to better understand 
the origins of the claims to invention made by Man Ray, Moholy-Nagy, and Lissitzky, this 
dissertation focuses on the reception of their work in the 1920s. Not only does the primary 
literature allow for a better understanding of cameraless photography’s reception and 
dissemination, it also establishes an alternative history of the medium; a history that focuses not 
on movements or artists, but on cameraless photographs and when, where, how, and why they 
appeared in print in the years between 1920 and 1929.  
During these years, cameraless photography was viewed as a new way of picturing the 
experience of the modern technologized world. As a result, the medium’s originators—Schad, 
Man Ray, Moholy-Nagy, and Lissitzky—have been positioned by scholars as representatives of 
the “new photography.” “New photography” was an umbrella term used to describe modern 
                                                 
13 The reasons for Schad’s absence in the primary literature will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter I. See 
discussion beginning page 43. 
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interwar photography as it occurred in different locations at around the same time (ca. 1927). 
Although the “new photography” came to encompass a variety of techniques and processes—
including cameraless photography, photomontage, solarizations, and sharply focused images 
taken with a camera—it was widely believed that these new forms of photography exploited the 
medium’s long untapped potential. By using the medium in new ways, artists and photographers 
created a new, modern language for photography. Photography historians Christopher Phillips, 
Matthew Witkovsky, Mitra Abbaspour, and Maria Morris Hambourg view cameraless 
photography within the larger frame of “new photography,” as symptomatic of a set of concerns 
demonstrated in 1920s photography—a tendency toward experimentation, abstraction, new 
viewpoints, an interest in technology and science, among others.14 While these books reveal a 
great deal about the diversity of practices that together comprise the “new photography,” they 
tend to overlook the importance of cameraless photography and its reception in initiating the sort 
of experimental approach to the medium that we now associate with modern photography.  
In other instances, scholars have aligned cameraless photography with specific 
movements, particularly Dada, Surrealism, and Constructivism, but also with the Bauhaus 
school. In recent books on Christian Schad, Schadographien: Die Kraft des Lichtes and 
Christian Schad and the Neue Sachlichkeit, the artist’s cameraless photographs have been 
discussed in the context of Zurich Dada’s preoccupations with radical experimentation, 
abstraction, the use of detritus, and other discarded objects.15 Long overlooked for his 
contribution to interwar photography, this book sought to position Schad as an important 
forerunner to the slightly later, and seemingly more innovative, work of Man Ray and Moholy-
                                                 
14 See: Hambourg and Phillips, The New Vision; Witkovsky, Foto: Modernity in Central Europe, 1918-1945; 
Abbaspour, Object: Photo. 
15 Schad and Auer, Schadographien: Die Kraft Des Lichts; and Jill Lloyd and Michael Peppiatt, Christian Schad and 
the Neue Sachlichkeit (New York: Neue Galerie, 2003). 
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Nagy. Despite the fact that Man Ray’s cameraless photographs were clearly produced during his 
Dada years, they are most often considered Surrealist photographs by such scholars as 
Emmanuelle de l’Ecotais, Rosalind Krauss, and Michel Poivert, among others.16 A recent article 
by Susan Laxton repositions Man Ray’s cameraless photographs within the context of the Dada 
automatic, while Noam Elcott’s recent book considers his work in relation to interwar avant-
garde film.17 Scholars have discussed El Lissitzky’s cameraless photographs in the context of 
Constructivism’s westward movement to Germany in the 1920s and the radical experimentation 
with materials that was possible when artists were no longer constrained by the necessities of 
producing work for the newly formed proletariat in Soviet Russia.18 Moholy-Nagy factors less 
often in writings on Constructivism, but the influence of Constructivist ideas on his work and the 
later incorporation of those ideas into the curriculum of the Bauhaus have been noted.19 Recent 
books by photography historians Pepper Stetler and Daniel Magilow on the rise of photo essays 
and photobooks in Weimar Germany, including Moholy-Nagy’s Malerei Photographie Film, 
Franz Roh’s Foto-Auge, and Werner Gräff’s Es Kommt der neue Fotograf!, provide new 
readings of these two distinctly Weimar phenomena, with little reference to cameraless 
photography’s role in its rise to prominence after 1925.20 Although books on Dada, Surrealism, 
                                                 
16 See, for example: L'Ecotais, Man Ray: Rayographies; Rosalind Krauss, Jane Livingston, and Dawn Ades, 
L’Amour Fou: Photography and Surrealism (New York: Abbeville Press, 1985); Quentin Bajac, Clément Chéroux, 
and Michel Poivert, La subversion des images: surréalisme, photographie, film (Paris: Centre Pompidou, 2009). 
17 Susan Laxton, "Flou: Rayographs andthe Dada Automatic," October 127 (2009): 25-48; Noam Elcott, Artificial 
Darkness: An Obscure History of Modern Art and Media (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2016).  
18 Margarita Tupitsyn, The Soviet photograph: 1924-1937 (New Haven, Conn.: Yale Univ. Press, 1996); 
Victor Margolin, The Struggle for Utopia: Rodchenko, Lissitzky, Moholy-Nagy, 1917-1946 (Chicago: The  
University of Chicago Press, 2009); Nancy Lynn Perloff and Brian M. Reed. Situating El Lissitzky: Vitebsk,  
Berlin, Moscow (Los Angeles, CA: Getty Research Institute, 2003). 
19 Magdalena Droste, Bauhaus, 1919-1933 (Köln: Taschen, 1993); Jeannine Fiedler, Photography at the Bauhaus 
(Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 1990); Wolfgang Thöner, ed. Bauhaus A Conceptual Model (Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 
2009); Barry Bergdoll and Leah Dickerman, Bauhaus 1919-1933: Workshops for Modernity (New York: The 
Museum of Modern Art, 2009).  
20 Daniel H. Magilow, Photography of Crisis: The Photo Essays of Weimar Germany (Philadelphia: Penn State Univ 
Press, 2015); Pepper Stetler, Stop Reading! Look!: Modern Vision and the Weimar Photographic Book (Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press, 2015). 
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Constructivism, and the Bauhaus speak to cameraless photography’s adoption by artists affiliated 
with these movements and schools, they do not address cameraless photography as a broader 
interwar phenomenon that took on a different set of associations and alignments depending on 
who was writing about them, in what publication, and for what reasons. It is important to note 
that the writing on cameraless photography in the 1920s was not determined solely by 
individuals or movements, but instead was the product of a complex web of relationships and 
concerns that extended beyond the narrow confines of Surrealism, Constructivism, or the 
Bauhaus. These labels, while important, begin to fall when analyzing cameraless photography’s 
primary texts and the ways the medium was framed by them.  
Significant books on the cameraless photographs of Man Ray, Moholy-Nagy, and 
Christian Schad have focused less on cameraless photography as a medium with its own 
currency than on individualized artistic practice.21 The titles of relevant books demonstrate this 
tendency. Emmanuelle de l’Ecotais’s book, Man Ray: Rayographies, foregrounds Man Ray’s 
name for his form of cameraless image-making, the Rayograph; while the 1999 book by Nikolas 
Schad, Schadographien: Die Kraft des Lichtes, references the Schadograph, the name given to 
Schad’s cameraless photographs; and Renate Heyne and Floris M. Neusüss’s recent book on 
Moholy-Nagy’s cameraless work, Moholy-Nagy: The Photograms, A Catalogue Raisonné, 
highlights Moholy-Nagy’s term for cameraless photography, the photogram.22 These books 
                                                 
21 El Lissitzky’s cameraless photographs have received less focused attention than those of Schad, Man Ray, and 
Moholy-Nagy, primarily because his interest in the process was sporadic and his cameraless photographs were often 
fodder for his experimental photographs produced using multiple negatives. As a result, scholars tend to discuss his 
photographic work in more general terms. See, for example: Margarita Tupitsyn, El Lissitzky: Experiments in 
Photography (New York: Houk-Friedman, 1991); Peter Nisbet, El Lissitzky, 1890-1941 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Art Museum, 1987); Margarita Tupitsyn, Matthew Drutt, and Ulrich Pohlmann, El Lissitzky: Beyond the 
Abstract Cabinet: Photography, Design, Collaboration (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999); and Nancy 
Perloff, and Brian Reed, Situating El Lissitzky: Vitebsk, Berlin, Moscow (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 
2003). 
22 See: L'Ecotais, Man Ray: Rayographies; Schad and Auer, Schadographien: Die Kraft Des Lichts; and Heyne and 
Neusüss, Moholy-Nagy: The Photograms: Catalogue Raisonné. 
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demonstrate a common trend in the literature on cameraless photography—the focus on the 
practices of individuals over the broader meaning and history of cameraless photography in the 
1920s. While each of these three texts provides a brief overview of cameraless photography’s 
avant-garde origins and the trio of artists responsible for the medium’s “rediscovery,” they each 
highlight the subject of their study as the true innovator (if not originator) of the cameraless 
process.  
The focus on individual practices has led to cameraless photography’s alignment with 
concerns specific to each artist—light for Moholy-Nagy and the automatic for Man Ray. 
Moholy-Nagy’s overarching concern with light as a medium of creative expression, a medium 
that he used and manipulated to full effect in his cameraless photographs, has been a focus in 
discussions by such scholars as Eleanor Hight, Andreas Haus, Oliver Botar, Herbert Molderings, 
Matthew Witkovsky, and Krisztina Passuth.23 Herbert Molderings and Oliver Botar have 
addressed the influence of scientific and other forms of vernacular photography on Moholy-
Nagy’s cameraless work, while Eleanor Hight seeks to understand Moholy-Nagy’s interests in 
light as a means of debunking interpretations of his work as formalist. Emmanuelle de l’Ecotais 
and Michel Poivert align Man Ray’s cameraless work with Surrealism’s early interest in 
automatism, while Susan Laxton repositions the work in the context of the Dada Automatic.24 In 
order to make these and other connections, scholars point to primary texts as a means of 
                                                 
23 Oliver A. I. Botar, Technical Detours: The Early Moholy-Nagy Reconsidered (New York: Art Gallery of the 
Graduate Center, the City University of New York: Salgo Trust for Education, 2006); Andreas Haus, Moholy-Nagy: 
Photographs and Photograms, trans. Frederic Samson (New York: Pantheon Books, 1980); Eleanor M. Hight, 
Picturing Modernism: Moholy-Nagy and Photography in Weimar Germany (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1995); 
Herbert Molderings, "Light Years of a Life: The Photogram in the Aesthetic of László Moholy-Nagy," in Moholy-
Nagy: The Photograms, 14-25; Passuth, Moholy-Nagy; and Matthew S. Witkovsky, Carol S. Eliel, and Karole P. B. 
Vail, Moholy-Nagy: Future Present (Chicago: The Art Institute of Chicago: 2016).  
24 L'Ecotais, Man Ray: Rayographies; Michel Poivert, "Images De La Pensée " in La Subversion Des Images: 
Surréalisme, Photographie, Film, eds., Quentin Bajac and Clémént Chéroux (Paris: Centre Pompidou, 2009), 309-
13; Laxton, "Flou: Rayographs andthe Dada Automatic." 
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highlighting particular aspects of the artist’s work. As a result, the literature is discussed as 
evidence of the artist’s working methods, rather than asking how cameraless photography was 
received and circulated in the 1920s.  
 
The Artists and Their Publications 
German artist Christian Schad is better known as a representative of Neue Sachlichkeit 
painting than he is for his groundbreaking cameraless photographs produced in Geneva in 1919 
during his brief affiliation with Zurich Dada. Always something of an outlier in the insular Dada 
movement, Schad received little support from his Dada colleagues in the promotion and 
circulation of his cameraless photographs. Throughout the 1920s only one example of Schad’s 
cameraless photography appeared in print in Tristan Tzara’s publication Dada (1920). Schad will 
figure only briefly in the pages that follow. This is not, however, to minimize his importance to 
the history of the medium. On the contrary, it was Schad’s early experiments, later shown to 
Man Ray, that helped to initiate cameraless photography’s resurgence.25  
Affiliated with Dada in New York in the late 1910s, Man Ray had recently moved to 
Paris when he “discovered” cameraless photography in early 1922. His relationships with other 
members of the Dada group facilitated the immediate reception and circulation of his cameraless 
work in such art and literature magazines as Litterature, Broom, and Les Feuilles Libres. Man 
Ray’s friend and fellow Dadaist Tristan Tzara lived just down the hall and upon viewing his new 
cameraless experiments, he encouraged Man Ray to produce a portfolio of his new photographs 
with the title Les Champs délicieux (The Delicious Fields). His Dada connections brought his 
work to the attention of Central European artists and critics, including Karel Teige and his 
                                                 
25 This will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter I. See pages 44-49.   
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Devětsil magazine Život. His cameraless photographs also appeared in the publications of his 
former Dada colleagues, including Hans Richter’s magazine G and Kurt Schwitters’s magazine 
Merz. The popularity of Man Ray’s cameraless work throughout the 1920s was in large part 
thanks to his affiliation with members of the Paris Dada group, and later with the Surrealists, 
who published and wrote about his cameraless experiments in relation to their broader social, 
political, and artistic concerns. Reconceived as examples of Surrealist art after the movement’s 
founding in 1924, his cameraless experiments appeared in the early issues of La Révolution 
Surréaliste.  
Throughout the 1920s, Man Ray was also working as a professional fashion 
photographer, which meant that his work appeared frequently in both popular and avant-garde 
publications. This occupation gave him access to the editors of magazines like Vogue and Vanity 
Fair, who published his experimental cameraless work alongside his fashion photographs. A 
keen self-promoter, but less likely to write about his own work, Man Ray’s relationships with 
artists, critics, writers, and editors, brought his cameraless photographs to the attention of 
audiences in France, Germany, Central Europe, and the United States. By the end of the decade, 
his work was part of “new photography” publications, including Foto-Auge and Es Kommt der 
neue Fotograf!, and the large-scale Film und Foto exhibition. Moholy-Nagy, who was actively 
writing about cameraless photography by the mid-1920s, brought Man Ray’s work into several 
essays and books, including the 1925 and 1927 editions of Painting, Photography, Film.  
In the early 1920s, Hungarian émigré László Moholy-Nagy was living in Berlin and 
working in both the Dada and Constructivist orbit following his early affiliation with the 
Hungarian Ma group. His early experimentation with cameraless photography was undertaken 
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with his wife, Lucia Moholy, in the fall of 1922.26 As much a theorist as an artist, Moholy-Nagy 
was actively publishing essays on cameraless photography between 1923 and 1929.27 For 
precisely this reason, he played a prominent role in cameraless photography’s narrative in the 
1920s as both a writer and a producer of images. Although he published only two essays in 1922 
and 1923, he wrote a book and numerous essays between 1924 and 1926, and by 1929, he had a 
second edition of his book and ten additional essays or texts relating to cameraless photography. 
His 1923 appointment to the Bauhaus was an important factor in the dissemination of his work. 
Shortly after his appointment, Moholy-Nagy became co-editor of the Bauhaus books series 
(Bauhausbücher) with Walter Gropius, and later edited the Bauhaus magazine (bauhaus). In 
addition to his 1925 book, Malerei Photographie Film, the eighth book in the Bauhaus books 
series, which was published in a second revised edition in 1927, he also published essays in other 
Bauhaus publications. His work at the school, coupled with his burgeoning interest in 
photography and typography, led Moholy-Nagy to publish a range of essays and images in such 
                                                 
26 Moholy-Nagy’s collaboration with Lucia Moholy on his early texts and experimental work with cameraless 
photography has been the subject of much debate. Most recently, the authors of the catalogue raisonné on Moholy-
Nagy’s cameraless photographs questioned Lucia Moholy’s role in her husband’s early work and writing on 
cameraless photography, due to the fact that she did not make later use of the process herself, nor were her subjects 
related to those of Moholy-Nagy. See: Heyne, Moholy-Nagy: The Photograms: Catalogue Raisonné. Lucia Moholy 
made note of their early work in her book, Moholy-Nagy, Marginal Notes, where she recalled their discussions on 
the antithesis of production and reproduction that led to their early experiments with cameraless photography. Lucia 
Moholy, Marginalien Zu Moholy-Nagy, Moholy-Nagy, Marginal Notes (Krefeld: Scherpe, 1972), 59. Scholars 
Oliver Botar, Eleanor Hight, Herbert Molderings, and Rose-Carol Washton Long, provide additional insight into the 
collaborations of Lucia Moholy and Moholy-Nagy, which suggest that her role in his early cameraless photography 
was more significant than her husband later gave her credit for. See: Oliver A. I. Botar, Technical Detours: The 
Early Moholy-Nagy Reconsidered (New York: Art Gallery of the Graduate Center, the City University of New 
York: Salgo Trust for Education, 2006); Hight, Picturing Modernism; Rose-Carol Washton Long, "Lucia Moholy's 
Bauhaus Photography and the Issue of the Hidden Jew," Woman's Art Journal 35, no. 2 (2014): 37-46; Herbert 
Molderings, “László Moholy-Nagy und die Neuerfindung des Fotogramms,” in Kunst und Fotografie, ed. Renate 
Heyne (Köln: Jonas, 2003):, 117-137. For more on Lucia Moholy, see: Rolf Sachsse, Lucia Moholy (Dusseldorf: 
Marzona, 1985); Rolf Sachsse, Lucia Moholy, and Sabine Hartmann, Lucia Moholy: Bauhaus Fotografin: Mit 
Texten, Briefen Und Dokumenten (Berlin: Museumspädagogischer Dienst Berlin, 1995); Rolf Sachsse, “Die Frau an 
seiner Seite,” in Fotografieren hiess teilnehmen: Fotografinnen der Weimarer Republik, ed., Ute Eskildsen 
(Essen/Düsseldorf: Museum Folkwang/Richter Verlag, 1994), 67-75. 
27 It should be noted that my discussion in the pages that follow focuses on Moholy-Nagy, not because I believe that 
he was solely responsible for the cameraless photographs and texts in question, but because Moholy-Nagy was cited 
as the author/maker of works published throughout the 1920s. 
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German magazines as Offset. Buch und Werbekunst, Anhaltische Rundschau, Die Form, die neue 
linie, and das neue frankfurt, but also in the Dutch journals De Stijl and i10, the Czech journal 
Pásmo, the American expatriate publication Broom, and the French art magazine Cahiers d’Art. 
By 1927 Moholy-Nagy was publishing essays in German photography magazines and annuals 
that included Das Deutsche Lichtbild, Photographische Korrespondenz, Photographische 
Rundschau und Mitteilungen, and Der Führer: Ausstellung des Verbandes deutscher Amateur-
photographen-Vereine. The breadth of his writing on cameraless photography, and his role as a 
key proselytizer for the medium, place him at the center of cameraless photography’s unfolding 
narrative.  
El Lissitzky was another important player in cameraless photography’s history in the 
1920s. He arrived in Berlin in late 1921 after gaining early experience working with Kazimir 
Malevich and the Unovis group, and a brief tenure teaching in Moscow at VKhUTEMAS (1921) 
during the important Constructivist debates. His involvement with several former Dadaists, 
including Hans Richter and Kurt Schwitters and their publications (G and Merz), and the 
founding of the International Faction of Constructivists (that included Lissitzky, Hans Richter, 
and Theo van Doesburg), puts him at the heart of activity around Constructivism and 
Constructivist art in Berlin.28 He began experimenting with cameraless photography in 1923, 
publishing early examples in Merz. He later collaborated with Schwitters on a Merz issue that 
dealt with the interrelationship of nature and technology. Although Lissitzky’s engagement with 
the medium was brief, and he did not publish as many images as either Man Ray or Moholy-
Nagy, he was nonetheless involved in the magazines of his like-minded colleagues who were 
actively publishing cameraless photographs.  
                                                 
28 Constructivism’s westward expansion and subsequent transformation in Germany will be discussed in greater 
detail in Chapter II.  
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Lissitzky’s preference for the work of Man Ray over the more Constructivist-influenced 
work of Moholy-Nagy led to accusations of plagiarism (aimed at Moholy-Nagy) and a series of 
ongoing debates about priority, quality, and degrees of political engagement. The fact that Man 
Ray’s cameraless photographs were included in Constructivist-influenced publications over 
those of Moholy-Nagy clearly impacted the medium’s narrative during this period. Despite his 
interest and experimentation with cameraless photography, Lissitzky did not publish any texts on 
the subject until after his return to Moscow in 1925. Between 1927 and 1929 he published two 
essays that dealt with the practical and experimental uses of cameraless photography in 
Sovetskoe foto (1929) and the catalogue for the All-Union Printing Trades Exhibition (1927). 
The magazines, books, and journals these artists were affiliated with were tremendously 
important to the history of cameraless photography in the 1920s. In recent decades, several 
anthologies have highlighted photography’s primary texts, as well as the writings of Moholy-
Nagy and other Central European artists and critics. Important in the chapters that follow, these 
anthologies are noteworthy for their English translations of texts not widely available, providing 
much-needed context to interwar art and photography. These are Christopher Phillips’s 
Photography in the Modern Era: European Documents and Critical Writings, 1913–1940, David 
Mellor’s Germany: The New Photography, 1927–1933, Olivier Lugon’s, La photographie en 
Allemagne: Anthologie de Textes (1919–1939), and Timothy Benson and Éva Forgács’s Between 
Worlds: A Sourcebook of Central European Avant-Gardes, 1910–1930.29 Richard Kostelanetz’s 
book, Moholy-Nagy: An Anthology, includes a range of writings by Moholy-Nagy, but 
                                                 
29 Christopher Phillips, Photography in the Modern Era: European Documents and Critical Writings, 1913-1940 
(New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1989); David Mellor, Germany, the New Photography, 1927-33 (London: 
Arts Council of Great Britain, 1978); Olivier Lugon, La Photographie En Allemagne: Anthologie De Textes (1919-
1939) (Nîmes: J. Chambon, 1997); and Timothy O. Benson, and Éva Forgács, eds., Between Worlds: A Sourcebook 
of Central European Avant-Gardes, 1910-1930 (Los Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum of Art in association 
with The MIT Press, 2002).  
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remarkably few of his writings on photography, while Krisztina Passuth’s monograph on 
Moholy-Nagy provides a more diverse selection of his writings, in addition to letters and 
writings by and about him.30  
Despite their importance for scholars of interwar photography, these anthologies provide 
only limited commentary on the texts themselves. One exception is Floris Neusüss’s small 
volume on the books and magazines that featured cameraless photography in the interwar period. 
The book includes a series of entries on cameraless photography’s publications in the 1920s and 
1930s, and therefore provides an invaluable starting point.31 A series of brief entries begins with 
the 1920 Dada magazine and ends with a final entry on the Surrealist magazine Minotaure 
(1937), with other intermediate ones that show the range of publications that featured cameraless 
photography—popular magazines, photography magazines, literature reviews, and books. 
Although useful as an introduction to the subject, the book is far from exhaustive, nor does it 
fully contextualize the publications or the images within the larger context of the history of 
cameraless photography or the history of interwar photography.  
 
Methods and Chapter Outline 
This project builds on the existing literature on cameraless photography by repositioning 
its history vis-à-vis the primary literature and publications of the 1920s. In doing so, a new 
historical narrative emerges that places cameraless photography at its center, rather than in the 
marginalized position it has hitherto occupied. The methodology in the pages that follow is 
primarily historiographic, and as such, provides a detailed analysis of the publications, texts, and 
                                                 
30 Richard Kostelanetz, ed., Moholy-Nagy: An Anthology (New York: Da Capo Press, 1970); Passuth, Moholy-Nagy.  
31 Floris M. Neusüss and Renate Heyne, Fotogramme 1918 Bis Heute = Photograms from 1918 to the Present = 
Photogrammes 1918 Jusqu'à Nos Jours (Munich: Goethe Institute, 1987).  
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reproductions that were instrumental to cameraless photography’s history in the 1920s. To 
understand cameraless photography’s dissemination in print in the years between 1920 and 1929, 
it is necessary to look closely at the publications—magazines, journals, books, and illustrated 
newspapers—that discussed this groundbreaking work. This shift in focus will make clear that 
cameraless photography’s interwar history is not nearly as straightforward as previously thought. 
Taken up by different individuals, with different interests and artistic allegiances, cameraless 
photography’s relevance and meaning shifted depending on how, when, where, and for whom, it 
was written about and discussed.   
Each chapter focuses on a window of time, rather than on individual artists or 
movements, providing a path to chart cameraless photography’s progression throughout the 
1920s. A closer look at the decade’s cameraless photography publications reveals three brief but 
distinct moments in which the narrative begins to shift in meaningful ways. The first period 
(1920–23), charted in Chapter I, was characterized by cameraless photography’s so-called 
“discovery” and the discourse of invention that surrounded it in the early years of its resurgence. 
In the second period (1924–26), the focus of Chapter II, the publications aimed to codify 
cameraless photography’s status as an art form by using it as a means of furthering new and 
established discourses around Constructivism, Surrealism, and “art photography.” By the third 
period (1927–29), the focus of Chapter III, cameraless photography, which was celebrated as an 
art form and attacked as experimental photography run amok, was subsumed within larger 
discussions about the “new photography.” Although each chapter deals with a particular window 
of time, the individual chapters proceed thematically. The texts illustrate the range of concerns 
that preoccupied many artists and critics in the interwar years, including questions about 
technology, abstraction, film, creative play, and the nature of photography as art. Cameraless 
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photography, as a “new” creative form, was a primary topic in these discussions and debates. 
This new approach allows for the explication of multiple themes and perspectives that reveal 
themselves in the texts; for in understanding what was said about cameraless photography and 
why, a more complicated narrative for the medium emerges.  
The first chapter is characterized by the discourse of invention, beginning in 1919 with 
the “rediscovery” of cameraless photography by Christian Schad, and the subsequent discoveries 
of Man Ray and Moholy-Nagy (1922), and Lissitzky (1923). It explores how artists and critics 
emphasized the medium’s re-invention and immediately set about laying claim to being the 
originator of cameraless photography in a series of laudatory statements and quasi-manifestos. 
Coming on the heels of the Dadaists’ radical experimentation with photography, including their 
innovative use of photomontage (similarly reinvented for the modern age), and the Constructivist 
disavowal of the autonomous art object coupled with their embrace of science and technology, 
these artists and critics were concerned with breaking from the past by making use of new 
materials and methods. Photography (cameraless or otherwise) was not viewed as an art form 
worthy of challenging painting on its own terms, especially the new abstract art that had taken 
off just prior to World War I. Cameraless images, which took from both the technology of 
photography and the radical abstraction of recent painting, were viewed as a form of 
technologized abstraction. The artists and critics who wrote about and reproduced this work in 
such publications as Dada, Les Feuilles Libres, Littérature, and Les Champs délicieux in France, 
in the American magazines Broom, The Little Review, and Vanity Fair, Život (Life) in 
Czechoslovakia, Merz in Germany, and De Stijl from the Netherlands, touched on these 
conditions by equating cameraless photography with the latest trends in painting. This chapter 
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emphasizes how artists and critics made such comparisons as a means of moving photography 
into the future as an art form.  
Chapter II shifts focus to the decade’s middle years, 1924-26, a period of codification that 
followed cameraless photography’s “rediscovery.” In these years, cameraless photography was 
put in the service of existing and evolving narratives around abstraction, technology, film, art 
photography, and revolution, where it was used as a form of evidence for disparate groups 
seeking to transform the nature of art and artmaking. The artistic, social, and political revolutions 
wrought by Surrealism and Constructivism provided relevant context to cameraless 
photography’s reception in the mid-1920s. Of interest was the medium’s status as a productive 
art form with import for a group of artists concerned with bringing about social and political 
change. The cameraless photograph was never simply an art form; it was much more far reaching 
than that. Subtle shifts in tone and emphasis occurred during these years thanks to the expanded 
repertoire of publications that emerged in the 1920s. Particularly important were the avant-garde 
journals Merz, G, Disk, and La Révolution Surréaliste, and the publication of the Bauhausbücher 
(Bauhaus Books) series, which included Moholy-Nagy’s 1925 book, Malerei Photographie Film 
(Painting, Photography, Film). Other publications, including art magazines and literature 
reviews, photography magazines and popular periodicals, also contributed to cameraless 
photography’s articulation and dissemination. Taken together, these texts make clear that 
cameraless photography was never the exclusive domain of any single individual, group, or 
movement.  
In Chapter III, the focus shifts to cameraless photography’s role in the “new 
photography” at the end of the decade, particularly in Germany.32 A new set of publications, 
                                                 
32 “New photography” is an umbrella term for modern photography (in all of its diversity) as it emerged in different 
locations between the two World Wars. The “new photography” was made possible, in part, by technological 
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including several newly founded popular and fashion magazines (das neue frankfurt, das neue 
linie), new magazines on art and photography (i10, Das Deutsche Lichtbild, bauhaus), a range of 
photobooks (Foto-Auge, Es kommt der neue Fotograf!), and exhibition-related essays and books 
(Film und Foto), contributed to cameraless photography’s narrative in the years between 1927 
and 1929. The cameraless photograph was an integral component in teaching, debating, and 
popularizing the “new photography.” It therefore played a role in reorienting photographers and 
the general public in a series of texts and exhibitions, including the 1929 Stuttgart exhibition 
Film und Foto. The culminating moment for cameraless photography in the 1920s, the Film und 
Foto exhibition celebrated new experimental forms of photography, which, despite the 
exhibition’s popularity, also served to intensify attacks on cameraless photography. Although 
cameraless photography was a fully integrated component of the “new photography,” it was clear 
at the end of the decade that the medium had reached its zenith and its popularity had begun to 
wane. Cameraless photography continued into the 1930s and beyond, but the early excitement 
around the medium was gone.  
This dissertation is not intended to be an exhaustive study of cameraless photography’s 
literature in the 1920s. Rather, it is intended to shed much-needed light on the medium’s history 
in the years immediately following the publication of its “re-discovery” in 1920 by providing an 
alternate narrative to the current one. This new narrative emerges from close analysis of 
                                                 
advancements and the proliferation of photography in a wide range of publications in the 1920s. This will be 
discussed in greater detail in Chapter 3. For more information on the “new photography” see: Christopher Phillips, 
“Resurrecting Vision: The New Photography in Europe Between the Wars,” in The New Vision: Photography 
Between the World Wars (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1989), 65. Photography historians Andreas 
Haus and Michel Frizot provide a similar definition in, “Figures of Style: New Vision, New Photography,” in A New 
History of Photography, ed. Michel Frizot (Cologne: Konnemann, 1998), 457-474. The recent MoMA exhibition, 
Object: Photo. Modern Photographs: The Thomas Walther Collection 1909-1949, is also relevant in this context. 
See: Mitra Abbaspour et al., Object: Photo. Modern Photographs: The Thomas Walther Collection 1909 - 1949 
(New York, NY: Museum of Modern Art, 2014). Matthew Witkovsky has discussed the phenomenon in terms of 
Central Europe’s role in the development of the “new photography.” See: Witkovsky, Foto: Modernity in Central 
Europe, 1918-1945, 15. 
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cameraless photography’s circulation and reception in print and the themes and debates that arise 
in its publications. It was photography’s cameraless form that helped pull photography (in 
Europe) out of the haze of Pictorialism, what Moholy-Nagy called “photography 
misunderstood,” in order to bring photography into alignment with the modern world.33 It is 
worth recalling that the modern photographic experiments typically associated with the 1920s, 
made possible in part by the introduction of handheld cameras like the Leica in 1925, appeared 
several years after cameraless photography’s re-introduction in 1919. Cameraless photography 
therefore helped to initiate a conversation about photography as a modern art form.  
Despite the desire to elevate the status of cameraless photography in the 1920s, it was 
never entirely removed from the realm of the popular; the realm of leaf prints and parlor games. 
On the contrary, throughout the decade that is the focus of this dissertation, cameraless 
photography appeared in both popular and avant-garde publications, thus illustrating the ongoing 
dialogue between the two. It was also positioned by artists, writers, and critics as a form of 
creative play, which for many was equated with artistic experimentation. Cameraless 
photography was never the exclusive domain of the avant-garde or the popular, it always seemed 
to hover between them. The fundamental question was, if the technological medium of 
photography was to be brought into alignment with the modern world, what form or forms 
should it take? Cameraless photography, a medium that eschewed the technological apparatus so 
often associated with photography, was, perhaps ironically, poised to do just that. 
 
 
                                                 




Chapter I: Cameraless Photography’s “Re-invention,” 1920–23 
 
The Photographer has invented a new method: he presents to space an image that exceeds 
it, and the air, with its clenched fists and superior intelligence, seizes it and holds it next 
to its heart.1  
 
There does not yet exist a word for the designation of Man Ray’s invention, these abstract 
photographs in which he makes the solar specter participate in adventurous constructions. 
As children we used to cut out our hands imprinted on citrate paper exposed to the sun. 
Proceeding from this naïve process, he thus succeeded in creating landscapes which are 
foreign to our planet, revealing a chaos that is more stupefying than that foreseen by any 
Bible: here the miracle allows itself to be captured without resistance and something else, 
besides, leaves its anguishing thumbprint on the revelatory paper.2 
 
The period around 1922 was characterized by embittered arguments and claims to the 
ownership of inventions and influences. . . . The photogram [cameraless photograph] is 
neither man ray’s invention nor mine. children have been practicing it for a long time. the 
fun started only when it came to be exploited.3 
 
 
The above statements, referring to the years between 1920 and 1923, demonstrate that 
despite the long amateur history of the process, cameraless photography was perceived in the 
early 1920s as both “new,” and an “invention.”4 These and other accounts come from a range of 
publications that appeared immediately following cameraless photography’s “re-invention” in 
1919. Not surprisingly, it was in the publications of the day that cameraless photography’s 
transformation was registered. This chapter looks at the articles, essays, and books that featured 
cameraless photography in the years between 1920 and 1923, reviewing the discourse of 
                                                 
1 Tristan Tzara, “Photography Upside Down,” in Phillips, Photography in the Modern Era, 4. Original publication: 
Tristan Tzara, Preface, in Man Ray, Les Champs délicieux (Paris: Société Générale d’imprimerie et d’éditions, 
1922). 
2 Robert Desnos, “The Work of Man Ray,” in Phillips, Photography in the Modern Era, 8-9. Original publication: 
Robert Desnos, “Man Ray,” Le Journal (Paris), December 14, 1923.  
3 Moholy-Nagy “Letter to Erich Buchholz” (3 April 1928), in Between Worlds, 623-624. 
4 The cameraless photograph engendered various names in the 1920s—the Schadograph was the name given by 
Tristan Tzara to Schad’s process (1936), Man Ray called his experiments Rayographs (1922), Moholy-Nagy gave 
the definitive name Photogram to his experiments in his 1925 Painting Photography Film. Following recent 
scholars, I use the term cameraless photography throughout because it denotes a process rather than an individual. 
See: Barnes, Shadow Catchers: Camera-Less Photography; Batchen, Emanations: The Art of the Cameraless 
Photograph; Witkovsky, Foto: Modernity in Central Europe. 
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invention they engendered. These few short years encompassed the medium’s rediscovery and 
the subsequent reactions to its appearance in print. Despite the importance of cameraless 
photography’s primary literature to its unfolding narrative in the early 1920s, surprisingly little 
attention has been paid to how these texts have conditioned perceptions of the medium. Texts are 
often categorized by country, so a certain degree of nationalism is always at play, whether in the 
tendency to focus on France and Germany as the centers of photographic production in the 
interwar period, or to focus on cameraless photographs as the products of Dada and, more often, 
Surrealism. By concentrating specifically on cameraless photography’s literature, such 
boundaries begin to disappear as connections between a vast network of artists and writers 
emerge, illustrating that the impact of this “new” medium was felt by a truly international group 
of artists that extended well beyond France and Germany. The articles, essays, and books 
discussed in this chapter illustrate this point, as they come from various locales, including 
Germany, France, Czechoslovakia, and the United States.  
The artists who experimented with the process in the years between 1920 and 1923 
represented international art movements that included, Dada, Constructivism, and De Stijl, and 
hailed from such countries as Germany, Hungary, the United States, and the Soviet Union. It was 
a time of collaborative engagement, when artists banded together to question outmoded forms of 
representation and traditional mediums. They created new art forms and new spaces for the 
exhibition and dissemination of their work, a fact borne out in the art journals and the so-called 
“little magazines” of the day.5 Such collaborations were also a means of subverting the staunch 
                                                 
5 For an overview of avant-garde journals as a means of dissemination and as exhibition sites, see: Detlef Mertins 
and Michael W. Jennings, “Introduction: The G-Group and the European Avant-Garde,” in G: An Avant-Garde 
Journal of Art, Architecture, Design and Film, 1923-1926, eds., Detlef Mertins and Michael W. Jennings (Los 
Angeles: The Getty Research Institute, 2010), 3. 
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nationalism that had characterized World War I and its aftermath.6 Many of the publications that 
are the basis for this chapter are precisely these newly-created international journals and 
magazines that included the latest in art, literature, poetry, and related media. Although 
photography is the primary focus, the publications involved in the medium’s transformation were 
not, strictly speaking, photography publications. It is perhaps not surprising that photography and 
its publications were somewhat slower to pick up on the importance of this newly rediscovered 
cameraless method and would not begin to feature it until slightly later.  
In 1920, when the first of these “new” cameraless photographs was published in the 
pages of Dada 7 (Dadaphone), the process was still largely perceived as an amateur and 
scientific process.7 The rudimentary process did not require a darkroom and made use of light-
sensitive paper, a selection of objects, light, and a few chemicals. The results were often flat, 
one-to-one representations that gave little doubt as to their subject or process. Christian Schad’s 
1919 cameraless photograph, reproduced in Dada 7, in no way resembled these vernacular 
precedents, but borrowed from them an experimental means of producing images that was 
unique in its production of singular objects (fig. 1-1). The appearance of Schad’s abstract 
cameraless work in Dada 7 marks several firsts for the newly rediscovered medium: it illustrated 
how the amateur cameraless technique might be used for artistic purposes, it demonstrated how 
photography might challenge even the most experimental (abstract) painting, it articulated 
Dada’s irreverent attitude toward traditional and conventional notions of artmaking by 
foregrounding abstraction and radical experimentation, and it was the first publication of the 
newly transformed cameraless photograph in print. Published without explanatory text, this early 
                                                 
6 See: Emily Hage, “New York and European Dada Art Journals, 1916-1926: International Venues of Exchange” 
(PhD diss., University of Pennsylvania, 2005).  
7 Dada 7 will be discussed in greater detail later in this chapter.  
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example might easily have been mistaken for a collage or woodcut. Its appearance was 
important, however, because it illustrated artists’ tendency to publish their discoveries in order to 
establish priority and firstness, allowing them to further communicate their ideas and establish a 
dialogue with other likeminded artists. As photography scholar and curator Matthew Witkovsky 
has suggested, “[a] desire for radical originality went hand in hand with the wish to clarify 
innovation, to submit it to collective testing and systematization.”8  
It was in the publications of the day that this introduction, clarification, and collective 
testing occurred. Essays by Jean Cocteau and Robert Desnos, as well as reproductions of 
cameraless experiments by Man Ray, Moholy-Nagy, and Lissitzky in The Little Review, Vanity 
Fair, Merz, and Les Champs délicieux, were similarly concerned with establishing priority and 
invention. Other texts, such as those of Tristan Tzara and Moholy-Nagy, articulated their interest 
in cameraless photography as part of a larger desire for new art forms no longer tied to the 
artistic traditions of the past. The desire to make it “new” was the resounding sentiment, and 
artists were consistently seeking innovative ways of producing art that would better represent 
and even improve life in a world changed by war and rapid advancements in science and 
technology.  
Such advancements opened a new world of possibilities to artists and many turned to 
photography as a technological medium appropriate to the times. Early writings by Teige and 
Moholy-Nagy published in 1922 and 1923 sought to address the ways that cameraless 
photography might contribute to the establishment of modern photography by positing a way 
forward. Despite the medium’s rudimentary nature (or perhaps because of it), Teige and Moholy-
Nagy viewed it as a “pure art form” because it borrowed directly from photography’s inherent 
                                                 
8 Witkovsky, Foto: Modernity in Central Europe, 1918-1945, 28.  
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properties, rather than from outmoded traditions in painting.9 Cameraless photography was 
viewed as a means of breaking from photography’s painterly past by seizing on photography at 
its most basic: the action of light on a sensitive surface.  
The texts published in the early years of cameraless photography’s resurgence 
contributed to what might be called the “discourse of invention.” These texts share an excitement 
for the newness of cameraless photography, a medium with seemingly endless potential for the 
avant-garde. In order for cameraless photography to initiate a conversation about photography as 
a new creative form, its “invention” had to be registered in print and its possibilities debated. 
Only then could cameraless photography lead the way to a reconceptualization of photography as 
art. Before turning to the publications that registered cameraless photography’s “re-invention” in 
the early 1920s, it is useful to look at how the medium was understood in 1920.  
 
1. Photography Magazines, Manuals, and Guides to Photographic Amusement 
Scholars of cameraless photography, when dealing with it as a collective practice, tend to 
begin their discussions with the early experiments of William Henry Fox Talbot, Hippolyte 
Bayard, and Anna Atkins, before jumping forward almost a hundred years to its rediscovery in 
1919.10 The amateur and scientific uses of the process that continued in the intervening years are 
often overlooked. The medium’s continued use throughout the nineteenth century and into the 
twentieth was in large part due to its publication in photography manuals, magazines, and guides 
                                                 
9 It is worth remembering that the “art photography” (or Pictorialism) of the turn-of-the-century photography salons 
still looked to painting, with its laboriously hand-worked prints and traditional subjects, as a way of establishing 
itself as an art form. This will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter II. 
10 This tendency can be seen in the following books and catalogues on cameraless photography: Barnes, Shadow 
Catchers: Camera-Less Photography; Floris M. Neusüss, Fotogramme - Die Lichtreichen Schatten (Kassel: 
Universität, 1983); Floris M. Neusüss, Kameralos: Das Fotogramm; Eine Künstlerische Position Von Der Klassik 
Bis Zur Gegenwart (Salzburg; München: Pustet, 2006); Neusüss, Barrow, and Hagen, Experimental Vision: The 
Evolution of the Photogram since 1919; Neusüss and Heyne, Das Fotogramm in Der Kunst Des 20. Jahrhunderts.    
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to photographic amusement. Although knowledge of photography’s history would expand 
greatly in the 1920s and 1930s, it was through photography manuals that interested individuals 
were exposed to historical processes.11 The practice of making leaf or hand-prints with light-
sensitive paper was well known in the years leading up to cameraless photography’s 
transformation. It was practiced by school-age children and by amateur photography enthusiasts, 
who would have found the necessary information and instructions in such publications as 
kindergarten magazines, guides to photographic amusement, and photography manuals.12 A few 
artists, including Christian Schad, Man Ray, and Robert Desnos, recalled making such prints as 
children.13 The growing prominence of kindergarten classes and the ideas of its founder, 
Friedrich Froebel, was another potential means of transmission, as kindergarten teachers were 
consistently seeking new ways of helping students engage with nature, which leaf prints allowed 
them to do.14 Much has been written about the influence of Froebel’s ideas on art education, 
                                                 
11 On the status of photography’s history in Central Europe, see: Witkovsky, Foto: Modernity in Central Europe; 
Matthew Witkovsky, “Circa 1930: Art History and the New Photography,” Études Photographiques 23 (2009): 116-
138; For more on the history of photography’s history see: Martin Gasser, "Histories of Photography 1839-1939," 
History of Photography 16, no. no. 1 (Spring 1992): 50-60; Anne McCauley, "Writing Photography’s History before 
Newhall," History of Photography 21, no. 2 (Summer 1997): 87-101.    
12 See, for example: F. G. Sanders, "September Work," The Kindergarten-Primary Magazine 31 (September 1918-
June, 1919): 28. 
13 Christian Schad later made a reference to his practice of cameraless photography as a child in: Christian Schad, 
“Relative Realitätin: Erinnerungen um Walter Serner,” in Walter Serner, Die Tigerin (Munich: Rogner und Berhard, 
1971), 249-250.  In his autobiography Self Portrait, Man Ray recalls working with the process: “I remembered when 
I was a boy, placing fern leaves in a printing frame with proof paper, exposing it to sunlight, and obtaining a white 
negative of the leaves.” Man Ray, Self Portrait (Boston: Little, Brown, 1988), 106. Robert Desnos recalled the 
process on the occasion of his essay on Man Ray in Le Journal in 1923. “As children we used to cut out our hands 
imprinted on citrate paper exposed to the sun.” See: Robert Desnos, “Man Ray.” Reprinted in Phillips, Photography 
in the Modern Era, 8-9. 
14 Sanders, “September Work.” The brief essay describes the process in the following way: “The leaves as they fall, 
can be put to use in many ways by pressing, coloring, etc. In taking blue prints of the leaves the children can not 
only be kept busy and amused, but it will be found to a very valuable occupation from an educational stand point… 
At a small expense, each child can be provided with a small printing frame, and he could easily be taught to make a 
collection of leaves for himself. There is hardly one child in ten that calls an oak-leaf by its right name, most of them 
call it a leaf from the acorn tree. The frame of a picture, which has been discarded by some mother, can be used to 
take a picture of a group of leaves. The children will be pleased to see their blue prints used in some way around the 
room. They could be used for a border around the top of the black board, or could be grouped together on a large 
sheet of paper. Booklets could be made by children in the first grade with a blue print leaf on the cover, and a leaf 
story inside. If the children are fortunate to go to the sea-side for the holidays a collection of sea-weed prints could 
be made.” Articles such as this espoused the ideas of Friedrich Fröbel, founder of the educational system known 
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particularly at the Bauhaus, where the influence could be felt in the teaching of the preliminary 
course and the emphasis on working with materials.15 The book Photographie Ohne Kamera 
(1920), by German biology professor Paul Lindner, was also important for its summary of 
cameraless photography’s use for scientific purposes.  
In recent years, photography scholars have looked at nineteenth-century guides to 
photographic amusement as precursors to such processes as combination printing, photomontage, 
and cameraless photography.16 By providing viable examples of processes that could be adapted 
and transformed, whether in the use of images from illustrated magazines to produce 
photomontage, or in the transformation of rudimentary cameraless processes, such guides have 
been viewed as veritable handbooks for the experimental artists of the 1920s.17 Guides to 
photographic amusement were among the specialized photography books and manuals that 
catered to amateur photographers seeking to expand their practice to include new and novel 
effects. Some of the examples cited above were published well into the 1920s.18 French 
photography historian Clément Chéroux has discussed such guides as a repertoire of forms for 
the avant-garde. Chéroux cites Les Récreations photographique (Photographic Recreations) by 
                                                 
today as kindergarten, and possible activities that would “teach children to recognize and appreciate natural 
harmony” through close observation of nature and hands-on activities with a series of Gifts and Occupations. The 
practice, as described here, was in keeping with the Occupations proposed by Fröbel, which included such activities 
as sewing, drawing, weaving, folding, cutting, and modeling. For more on Fröbel and his influence in the arts, see: 
Norman Brosterman, "Child's Play," Art in America 85, no. 4 (April 1997): 108. There is little room here to discuss 
the specifics of Fröbel’s theories and the significance of the Gifts and Occupations for artists and art education. For 
more on this see: Norman Brosterman, Inventing Kindergarten (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1997). 
15 See Brosterman, Inventing Kindergarten, and Frederick M. Logan, "Kindergarten and Bauhaus," College Art 
Journal 10, no. 1 (Autumn 1950): 36-43. 
16 Indeed, a recent exhibition at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, “Faking It: Manipulated Photography Before 
Photoshop,” addresses the prevalence of manipulated photography before photoshop extending back to the earliest 
days of photography. See, for example: Nicolas Villodre, "Les récréations photographiques à la fin du XIXe siècle," 
Photographies, n° 8 (Septembre 1985): 106-109; Clément Chéroux, “Les recreations photographiques,” Études 
Photographiques 5 (1998): 73-96; Clément Chéroux, Une généalogie des formes récréatives en photographie 
(1890-1940) (Lille: Atelier national de Reproduction des Thèses, 2006). 
17 See examples in Ibid.  
18 See, for example: Walter E. Woodbury and Frank R. Fraprie, Photographic Amusements, Including Tricks and 
Unusual or Novel Effects Obtainable with the Camera, 9th ed. (Boston: American Photographic Publishing Co., 
1922); Felix Naumann und Hermann Schnauss, Im Reiche der Kamera (Leipzig: Liesegang, 1920). 
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Albert Bergeret and Félix Drouin (1891), and La Photographie récréative et fantaisiste 
(Entertaining and Whimsical Photography) by Charles Chaplot (1904), as two important French 
examples.19 Books such as these were immensely popular at the end of the nineteenth and into 
the twentieth centuries. They often included detailed technical information and illustrated 
examples of processes, including leaf prints, for the interested amateur.20 A brief description of 
the process for making cameraless leaf prints (taken from a 1922 guide) is instructive. It provides 
a sense of the rudimentary nature of the medium, how it was perceived by amateur 
photographers, and the distance between the production of leaf prints and cameraless 
photography’s modern iterations.21 The description below is taken from the American guide 
Photographic Amusements, Including Tricks and Unusual or Novel Effects Obtainable with the 
Camera: 
A sheet of glass is put into the printing frame and the leaves are artistically arranged. . .  
A sheet of sensitive paper, albumen, gaslight, or platinum is then inserted, the frame 
closed up and exposed to the light until a very dark print is obtained. . . When the printing 
is completed the paper is removed and toned and fixed in the usual manner. If platinotype 
or gaslight paper is used, this, of course, requires development. The resulting picture 
gives us a light impression of the leaves on a dark background, but if so desired, the print 
thus obtained can be used as a negative. It can be made transparent with wax or Vaseline, 
                                                 
19 Clément Chéroux, “Les recreations photographiques.”   
20 Hermann Schnauss’s popular book Photographischer Zeitvertrieb, was one prominent example of guides to 
photographic amusements. It was so popular, in fact, that it was published in up to fifteen editions between 1890 and 
1920, with an English translation appearing in London in 1891 as Photographic Pastimes: A Series of Interesting 
Experiments for Amateurs for Obtaining Novel and Curious Effects with the Aid of the Camera. It was finally 
revised and expanded in Felix Naumann’s Im Reiche der Kamera in 1920. See: Felix Naumann und Hermann 
Schnauss, Im Reiche der Kamera (Leipzig: Liesegang, 1920). Also popular was the American guide, Photographic 
Amusements: Including A Description of a Number of Novel Effects Obtainable with the Camera, which was 
published in 1897, and largely based on the books of Chaplot and Schnauss. Subsequent and expanded editions 
(eleven of them), revised and enlarged by Frank R. Fraprie, editor of “American Photography,” appeared through 
the late 1930s. The ninth edition was published in 1922 by the American Photographic Publishing Company, within 
months of the so-called discoveries of Man Ray and Moholy-Nagy, and included a section entitled simply, “Leaf 
Prints.”   
21 The description provided by Walter Woodbury is characteristic of descriptions of the process for producing leaf or 
nature prints. Felix Naumann’s Im Reiche der Kamera, published in Leipzig in 1919, included an updated entry on 
cameraless photography entitled “Naturselbstdrucke” (Nature Prints), which the author describes as “an imprint of a 
natural object on photographic paper, that comes about, without using a negative or a photographic recording at all” 
(“der Abdruck eines natürlichen Gegenstandes auf photographischem papier, der zustande kommt, ohne daβ dazu 




and prints obtained from it giving a dark image on a white ground. It is difficult to say 
which picture is the more beautiful.22 
 
The steps provided allowed for some degree of improvisation with regard to papers, the light 
source, and the objects utilized, which would have been attractive to artists with little or no 
training in photography (figs. 1-2 and 1-3). Beyond the visual and procedural similarities 
between cameraless and montage techniques, Chéroux has noted that artists of the 1910s and 
1920s shared with their predecessors a tendency toward amateurism, a group spirit, humor, and 
playfulness.23 In guides such as these, cameraless photography was referred to as Blätter-Copien 
(leaf copies), Naturselbstdrücke (nature prints), Photographische Abdrücke (photographic 
impressions), photographies directes (direct photographs), or photocalques (blueprints). The 
range of terms used to describe the process was reflective of its adaptability to a variety of ends. 
Cameraless photography’s re-invention in the early 1920s continued the preoccupation with 
nomenclature, as artists laid claim to their inventions by naming them.   
Nineteenth-century amateur photography magazines and guides to photographic 
amusement proved influential to pioneering artists like Moholy-Nagy. German photography 
historian Herbert Molderings argues that scientific photography and certain Constructivist 
principles were key to Moholy-Nagy’s photographic aesthetic.24 Moholy-Nagy’s access to 
scientific and amateur photography would have come from readily available guides and manuals, 
such as: Hermann Schauss’s Photographischer Zeitvertrieb: Eine Zusammenstellung einfacher 
und leicht ausführbarer Beschäftigungen und Unterhaltungen mit Hilfe der Camera 
(Photography as a Pastime: Simple, Entertaining, and Easily Performed Tricks and Techniques 
                                                 
22 Walter E. Woodbury and Frank R. Fraprie, Photographic Amusements, 35. 
23 Clément Chéroux, “Les recreations photographiques.”  
24 Herbert Molderings, “’Revaluating the way we see things’: The Photographs, Photograms and Photoplastics of 
László Moholy-Nagy,” in Retrospective László Moholy-Nagy, 36-43. 
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with a Camera) and Alfred Parzer-Mühlbacher’s Photographisches Unterhaltungsbuch (Fun 
with Photography). In his writing on Moholy-Nagy’s photography, Molderings illustrates 
numerous examples of nineteenth-century photographic amusements and provocatively 
compares them to works by Moholy-Nagy taken in the mid-1920s, many of which appeared in 
his 1925 book, Painting, Photography, Film (figs. 1-4 and 1-5). Moholy-Nagy was drawn to 
cameraless photography, with its connections to playful amateur techniques, X-rays, and other 
forms of scientific photography, because for him the process demonstrated how the fundamental 
aspects of photography—light and the sensitive plate—could be harnessed for a variety of 
creative and practical purposes (figs. 1-6 and 1-7).25  
Guides to photographic amusement have also been discussed in recent years as a way of 
debunking what Chéroux calls the “discourse of origins” surrounding cameraless photography 
and photomontage. For Chéroux and others, photography guides illustrate the long amateur 
history of processes and therefore refute the notion that cameraless photography was an avant-
garde invention. Chéroux, in a witty photographic pun, suggests that “it would have to be said 
that the principle of the photogram or photomontage existed in a latent state,” only to be fully 
realized in the 1920s.26 Although the guides are cited as a point of reference for artists of the 
interwar period, they also counter the so-called “discourse of origins” typical of the literature 
surrounding these two practices. Of course, Rosalind Krauss has long suggested that the 
“originality of the avant-garde” is, quite simply, a modernist myth.27 Interestingly, artists of the 
1920s sought out such guides for the purposes of expanding their so-called “repertoire of forms,” 
                                                 
25 Molderings, "Light Years of a Life: The Photogram in the Aesthetic of László Moholy-Nagy," in Moholy-Nagy: 
The Photograms. 
26 Clément Chéroux, “Les disocours de l’origine,” 54. 
27 Rosalind Krauss, "The Originality of the Avant-Garde," in The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other 
Modernist Myths (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1986), 151-70. 
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to use Chéroux’s term, but in so doing, they thoroughly debunked their own lofty claims to 
invention; claims that were made and argued in print.   
Although much has been written about guides to photographic amusement and their 
potential influence on the artists of the late 1910s and 1920s, the more standard photography 
manuals and magazines held as much promise for these artists as the more specialized guides 
mentioned above. The prevalence of photography manuals in the years leading up to cameraless 
photography’s rediscovery was indisputable, and although cameraless processes were featured 
with decreased frequency, descriptions of the basic process and the materials needed could still 
be found in manuals.28 It is known, for example, that Christian Schad was in the possession of a 
photography manual entitled, Ratgeber Im Photographieren: Leicht Faßliches Lehrbuch Für 
Amateurphotographen (Adviser in Photography: Easy to Follow Textbook for Amateur 
Photographers), by Ludwig David, when he produced his first Dada-inspired cameraless 
experiments.29 Although it is difficult to say for certain, it is quite possible that Man Ray was in 
possession of a photography manual in the late 1910s when he taught himself the basics of 
photography in order to document his work for reproduction. The same could be said of Moholy-
Nagy and his wife Lucia Moholy, who, despite having seen examples and speculated on the 
possibilites of photography without a camera, would have required some basic direction for the 
utilization of photographic papers and any necessary chemicals when they began experimenting 
with the process in late 1922. The artists of this period were voracious readers, with an intense 
interest in publications that featured photography and other scientific and technological 
                                                 
28 For a thorough list of photography manuals published between the 1840s and the 1890s, see relevant entries in: 
John Hannavy, ed. Encyclopedia of Nineteenth-Century Photography, Volume 1: A-I, Index (New York: Routledge, 
2007), 177-187. 
29 Floris M. Neusüss alerts us to this fact in a footnote in his text on Christian Schad in his Das Fotogramm in der 
Kunst des 20. Jahrhunderts, 26-36, n. 7.  Ludwig David, Ratgeber Im Photographieren: Leicht Faßliches Lehrbuch 
Für Amateurphotographen (Halle: Verlag Wilhelm Knapp, 1910). 
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advancements. The fascination with scientific discoveries such as X-rays, which occurred in 
1895, was very much in effect by the 1920s. Artists like Moholy-Nagy and El Lissitzky were 
also influenced by the development of the X-ray and the stark, shadow-like images that the 
process produced.30  
German scientist Paul Lindner’s 1920 book, Photographie Ohne Kamera (Photography 
without a Camera), was another important precursor. Published in Berlin as part of the series 
Photographische Bibliothek (Photographic Library), Lindner’s book summarized the scientific 
application of cameraless photography in the years leading up to 1920.31 His historical summary 
of photosensitive surfaces included the experiments of Johann Heinrich Schulze and Thomas 
Wedgwood and Humphrey Davy on the light sensitivity of silver nitrate, as well as William 
Henry Fox Talbot’s discovery of the negative and Sir John Herschel’s use of cameraless 
cyanotypes. He also discusses various forms of photographic reproduction, but he was not 
concerned, despite the book’s title, with providing a history of cameraless photographic 
practices.32  
Lindner was the head of the Biological Department at the Brewery Research and 
Teaching Institute of the Technical University of Berlin, where he conducted a variety of 
experiments related to fermentation and the brewing process. Finding camera photography 
insufficient for capturing the minutia of his research, Lindner used cameraless photography 
during his scientific experiments to produce images that illustrated effects such as the foam 
produced during beer’s fermentation process (fig. 1-8). In his experiments, Lindner used the 
                                                 
30 A quick glance at Moholy-Nagy’s Painting, Photography, Film, makes this point. For more on these connections, 
see: Molderings, “Revaluating the Way We See Things,” and Botar, “László Moholy-Nagy's New Vision.” 
31 Paul Lindner, Photographie Ohne Kamera (Berlin: Union Deutsche Verlagsgesellschaft, 1920). 
32 Although Lindner references William Henry Fox Talbot in his summary of the history of photosensitive surfaces, 




direct projection of parallel light rays on sensitized paper, calling these small-scale cameraless 
images “shadow-picture photograms” (‘Schattenbild-photogramme’). At various points in the 
book, Lindner ruminated on the beauty of the shadows cast by street-lights passing through 
foliage onto the pavement.33 Although written in the context of scientific experimentation, 
Lindner was nonetheless convinced of cameraless photography’s potential as an art form (figs. 1-
9, 1-10, and 1-11). Lindner had been producing cameraless photographic experiments for several 
years before the publication of his book. In 1916, the journal Scientific American Supplement 
discussed the creative possibilities of Lindner’s experiments: “it is quite obvious that such 
photographs as these may be very stimulating and helpful to artists, decorators, and students of 
design.”34 The authors, citing Lindner, referenced an anecdote involving the German landscape 
painter Franz Lenbach and his preference for the shadows cast by trees in winter, “before their 
foliage had obscured the development and arrangement of bough and branch.”35 Similarly 
enamored of the stark beauty of the cast shadow, Lindner came to refer to his cameraless images 
as “shadow pictures.” Man Ray was also interested in cast shadows and their representations, 
which he integrated in his painting and photographic work beginning in the late 1910s.36 The 
depiction of objects and their shadows would ultimately be transformed in his work with 
cameraless photography in the 1920s.  
The fact that Photographie Ohne Kamera was published just after Christian Schad 
produced his early cameraless experiments and just before Man Ray and Moholy-Nagy took up 
                                                 
33 Lindner, Photographie ohne Kamera, 54. 
34 "Shadow Pictures by Parallel Rays," Scientific American Supplement, no. 2117 (1916): 68. 
35 Ibid.  
36 Rosalind Krauss discusses the condition of the shadow in Man Ray’s work in her essay, “The Object Caught by 
the Heel,” in Making Mischief: Dada Invades New York, ed. Francis Naumann (New York: The Whitney Museum 
of Art, 1996), 248-251.  
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the process is intriguing.37 It is difficult to say for certain if Moholy-Nagy, for example, saw the 
book around the time he started experimenting with cameraless photography in 1922. Herbert 
Molderings has suggested that Moholy-Nagy could easily have purchased Lindner’s book to 
acquire the necessary technical knowledge for his cameraless experiments. His potential 
exposure to the book is further suggested by Moholy-Nagy’s use of Lindner’s term “photography 
without apparatus” in his essay “Light—A Medium of Plastic Expression” (1923).38 His early 
cameraless experiments produced in the fall of 1922 were made using daylight printing-out 
paper, which could be handled in daylight and exposed in bright sunlight, but did not require a 
darkroom or specialized photographic equipment.39 The necessary details for handling 
photographic materials could easily have been gleaned from Lindner’s manual, which would 
have helped him put his ideas regarding production versus reproduction to work. Moholy-Nagy 
also had a penchant for using liquids as a mediating agent in his cameraless images, an interest 
that may have had its basis in Lindner’s illustrations of beer foam and the fermentation process 
(fig. 1-8).  
The continued publication of the guides, manuals, magazines, and books, such as those 
discussed above, make clear that cameraless photography was still in active use among amateurs 
and scientists in the years leading up to the medium’s rediscovery in the early 1920s. These 
publications are important, not only as proof of cameraless photography’s continuation into the 
twentieth century, but also as potential sites of interaction for artists seeking new methods free 
                                                 
37 Though it should be noted that Schad had already produced his Dada-inspired cameraless works (1919), so 
Lindner’s book would have been of little consequence to him, and Man Ray was in the United States prior to settling 
in Paris in 1921 and would not likely have had access to a book published in Berlin. 
38 See: Molderings, "Light Years of a Life.” It should be noted here that Moholy-Nagy had not yet coined the term 
“photogram” to describe his cameraless images, so he uses Lindner’s term “photography without apparatus” in this 
early essay. Moholy-Nagy’s naming of the process will be discussed in greater detail in the next chapter in the 
context of his 1925 book Painting, Photography, Film. 
39 For details on Moholy-Nagy’s use of daylight printing-out paper for his early cameraless images, see: Renate 
Heyne, “Light Displays: Relations So Far Unknown,” in Moholy-Nagy: The Photograms, 27-33. 
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from the constraints of outmoded artistic traditions. The results of these interactions would 
appear in print in the pages of art journals, art and literature reviews, and popular magazines. 
 
2. Cameraless Photography in Transition: “Inventing” Cameraless Photography Anew  
In the early 1920s, the transition from cameraless photography’s amateur and scientific 
iterations to the radical experimentation that characterized its use by interwar artists was quite 
fast indeed. The newly transformed process, which continued to incorporate a variety of 
techniques and elucidate a range of artistic and practical concerns, first appeared in print in 1920. 
Between 1920 and 1923, early experiments by Schad, Man Ray, Moholy-Nagy, and Lissitzky 
were reproduced in the pages of mainstream popular magazines, like Vanity Fair, but also in the 
most advanced and forward-thinking art and literature publications, including Dada, Merz, De 
Stijl, Život (Life), Broom, Littérature, The Little Review, and Les Feuilles Libres. Like the 
experimenters themselves, the artists, writers, and critics who wrote about these early works 
were wholly convinced that photography had been invented anew. Enthusiastic writings by 
Moholy-Nagy, Karel Teige, Tristan Tzara, Robert Desnos, Jean Cocteau, and Georges 
Ribemont-Dessaignes set the tone for cameraless photography’s early avant-garde reception and 
the urgency with which artists and writers set about claiming priority and invention.  
As we know, the discourse of invention, of discovery, of originality, has long been 
regarded as one of the defining concerns of the pioneering artists of the interwar period. Indeed, 
as Rosalind Krauss reminds us:  
avant-garde originality is conceived as a literal origin, a beginning from ground zero, a 
birth. . . The self as origin is the way an absolute distinction can be made between a 
present experienced de novo and a tradition-laden past. The claims of the avant-garde are 
precisely these claims to originality.40   
 
                                                 
40 Krauss, “The Originality of the Avant-Garde,” 157. 
37 
 
Andreas Haus has also closely aligned artistic “invention” and “discovery” with discoveries in 
science, such as those of Albert Einstein, Thomas Edison, or Wilhelm Röntgen.41 The legitimacy 
of these claims demanded that artists register them in print. The discourse of invention and 
firstness that surrounded cameraless photography in the years between 1920 and 1923 
manifested itself in several different but related ways, by means of illustration, naming, and 
written statements. 
These early articulations appeared most often in artist journals and “little magazines,” 
which consistently published the latest artistic and literary trends and were thus an important 
means of transmitting ideas and artworks to the larger public. The dissemination of cameraless 
photography in print allowed the newly discovered process to reach an almost international 
audience in a matter of months. As Walter Benjamin pointed out in “The Work of Art in the Age 
of Its Technological Reproducibility,” technical reproduction “can place the copy of the original 
in situations which the original itself cannot attain . . . it enables the original to meet the recipient 
halfway.”42 The question of reproduction and reproducibility brings up another issue regarding 
cameraless photography’s appearance in print, and the necessity of making unique prints 
reproducible for the purposes of publication.43 Once reproduced and published in print, the 
journals and magazines were compact and portable, and thus became important venues for 
interaction and exchange for a disparate group of forward-thinking artists. Detlef Mertins and 
Michael Jennings explain: 
                                                 
41 Haus, Moholy-Nagy, Photographs and Photograms, 13.  
42 Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility” (second version, 1936), in 
Walter Benjamin: Selected Writings Volume 3, 1935-1938, eds., Howard Eiland and Michael W. Jennings, trans., 
Edmund Jephcott, Howard Eiland, and Others (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 
2002), 103. 
43 Interestingly, in order for cameraless photographs to appear in print it was necessary to re-photograph them, thus 
making unique prints reproducible. Steven Manford has provided a detailed discussion of Man Ray’s process for 
reproducing the cameraless works that appeared in Champs délicieux. See: Steven Manford, Man Ray: Champs 
Délicieux: Album De Photographies, Howald Letters (Toronto: University of Toronto Art Centre, 2000).  
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The artist journal—like the international congress and the group show—became a 
primary exhibition space and flourished during these years. In the pages of these small, 
often virtually handmade journals, an international assemblage of artists, designers, and 
architects not only published their work and broadcast their polemics but also came into 
productive dialogue with artists from sometimes very different national, cultural, and 
artistic formations. It is in this sense that 1922 and 1923 were watershed years: they 
witnessed a remarkable international collaborative spirit, an eagerness spurred in part by 
the lingering consciousness that nationalism had led Europe into the most devastating war 
in history.44 
 
The early 1920s were watershed years for cameraless photography as well. In these first few 
years of the medium’s resurgence, artists made consistent use of artist journals as exhibition 
spaces and sites from which to broadcast their ideas to an increasingly international audience. 
 Important in this regard are Dada, Merz, De Stijl, and Život, each of which demonstrated 
an early interest in cameraless photography’s viability as an avant-garde art form. As the primary 
organs for movements or groups, these journals positioned cameraless photography as 
emblematic of their thematics; thematics that groups such as Dada, Surrealism, Constructivism, 
De Stijl, and Devětsil hoped to transmit to the world outside of their often insular groups. Dada 
(1917-21), edited by Tristan Tzara, was afilliated with Zurich Dada and later with Dada in Paris. 
Reflecting the anti-bourgeois sentiment of the Dada group, their journal published work by 
members of the Dada group, including Hans Arp, Marcel Janco, Francis Picabia, Hans Richter, 
Christian Schad, Philippe Soupault, Louis Aragon, and André Breton.45 The inclusion of a small 
cameraless photograph by Schad was in keeping with the group’s early interest in abstraction and 
chance operations.  
                                                 
44 Mertins and Jennings, “Introduction: The G-Group and the European Avant-Garde,” in G: An Avant-Garde 
Journal, 3. 
45 A recent dissertation by Emily Hage provides a detailed discussion of Dada journals, see: Hage, "New York and 
European Dada Art Journals, 1916-1926: International Venues of Exchange." Dawn Ades has also wrriten 
extensively about Dada publications, see: Ades, The Dada Reader; Ades, Dada and Surrealism Reviewed.  
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Merz (1923-32), Kurt Schwitters’s mouthpiece for his one-man movement Merz, 
reflected the artist’s negotiation of Dada and Constuctivism.46 Schwitters used Merz as a venue 
to explore and promote converging views on art. Collaborators included van Doesburg, who 
wrote in some cases under the Dada pseudonym ‘I.K. Bonset’, Francis Picabia, Raoul 
Hausmann, Soupault, Paul Eluard, Walter Serner, Ribemont-Dessaignes, Lissitzky, and Moholy-
Nagy, among others. Publishing early Constructivist-inspired cameraless photographs by 
Moholy-Nagy and Lissitzky, Merz demonstrated the diversity of approaches made possible by 
the new medium.  
De Stijl, edited by Theo van Doesburg and published irregularly between 1917 and 1932 
(first in Amsterdam and later in France), took its name from the movement it was originally 
centered around.47 The Dutch journal dedicated to abstract art was engaged with and attempted 
to synthesize ideas from Constructivism, Futurism, Dada, and Surrealism. It featured Moholy-
Nagy’s essay “Production—Reproduction” in 1922, which provided the theoretical justification 
for cameraless photography.  
Edited by Karel Teige, the Czech anthology Život (Life) was one of several journals 
circulated by Devětsil, a group of leftist artists and writers that brought together ideas from 
Poetism and Constructivism through an emphasis on unmitigated creative play and new forms of 
creativity freed from “aesthetics, tradition, or individual sentiment.”48 Devětsil, with Teige at its 
                                                 
46 Over a ten-year period, Schwitters published twenty-five issues of Merz, which appeared intermittently between 
1923 and 1932. The magazine was launched in Hanover in response to a Dada tour of Holland with Theo and Nelly 
van Doesburg and Vilmos Huszar. On Merz, see: Dorothea Dietrich, “Hanover: ‘True Art’ and ‘True Dada’: Das 
Hohe Ufer (1919-1920); Der Zweemann (1919-1920); Der Marstall (1920); and Merz (1923-1932),” in The Oxford 
Critical and Cultural History of Modernist Magazines, Volume 3, 947-968. 
47 For more on De Stijl, see: Sascha Bru, “’The Will to Style’: The Dutch Contribution to the Avant-Garde, Leiden: 
De Stijl (1917-1932), Mécano (1922-3); Amsterdam: Wendingen (1918-1932), i10 (1927-9); and Groningen: The 
Next Call (1923-6)” in The Oxford Critical and Cultural History of Modernist Magazines, Volume 3, eds., Peter 
Brooker and Andrew Thacker (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 293-312. 
48 Matthew S. Witkovsky, “Karel Teige: Construction, Poetry, Jazz,” in Avant-Garde Art in Everyday Life: Early-
Twentieth-Century European Modernism, ed. Matthew Witkovsky (New Haven: Yale University Press in 
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helm, was stridently anti-capitalist and sought to break from bourgeois art that separated itself 
from modern life. The group was interested in creating a new proletarian art that found its basis 
in popular cultural forms like film, photography, theater, comedy, sport, and dime-store novels. 
It was in this context that Teige came to write about and reproduce Man Ray’s cameraless 
photography as a new direction for modern photography. 
Many of the publications that featured cameraless photography during this period were 
the so-called “little magazines” that were “often thought to be short-lived, committed to 
experiment, in constant financial difficulties, and indifferent or directly opposed to commercial 
considerations.”49 Sponsoring new and innovative work, these “little magazines” were often 
defiant in their resistance to tradition and convention, presenting work (art, literature, or poetry) 
that was deemed unacceptable or not commercially viable to larger presses. Their appeal was 
typically limited to a smaller group of people, sometimes with no more than a thousand readers 
or subscribers.50  
Broom, The Little Review, Littérature, and Les Feuilles Libres were emblematic of this 
trend, publishing the latest work by important avant-garde artists and writers. The American 
expatriate magazine, Broom (1921-24), was published in Rome and Berlin by Harold Loeb and 
Alfred Kreymborg.51 Matthew Josephson took over as editor after 1922 and moved the 
publication to New York. Broom sought to introduce the work of key European avant-garde 
                                                 
association with The Art Institute of Chicago), 100. For more on Czech interwar magazines, see: Nicholas Sawicki, 
“The View From Prague: Moderní revue (1894-1925); Volné smĕry (1896-1949); Umĕlecký měsíčník (1911-1914); 
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49 Peter Brooker, “General Introduction: Modernity, Modernisms, Magazines,” in The Oxford  
Critical and Cultural History of Modernist Magazines. Vol. 1, eds., Peter Brooker and Andrew  
Thacker (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 11. 
50 Ibid, 11-12. 
51 For more on Broom, see: Peter Nicholls, “Destinations: Broom (1921-4) and Secession (1922-4),” in The Oxford 
Critical and Cultural History of Modernist Magazines, Vol. 2: North America 1894-1960 (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2012), 636-654. 
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artists and writers to American audiences. With the magazine’s editors based in Paris and Berlin 
(Josephson had moved to Paris in 1921 and befriended the Paris Dadaists André Breton, Philippe 
Soupault, Louis Aragon, and Tristan Tzara), Broom featured work by Henri Matisse, Pablo 
Picasso, André Derain, Fernand Léger, Amedeo Modigliani, Man Ray, Lissitzky, and Moholy-
Nagy, among others. The magazine demonstrated an early interest in modern photography, 
publishing Paul Strand’s essay “Photography and The New God” in November 1922, and 
Moholy-Nagy’s “Light—A Medium of Plastic Expression” in March of 1923.52  
Based mainly in New York and Paris and edited by Margaret Anderson, with the 
assistance of Jane Heap, Ezra Pound (in London), and Francis Picabia, The Little Review (1914-
29) featured experimental art and writing by a group of transatlantic avant-gardes.53 The 
magazine pubished important writing, including a serialized version of James Joyce’s Ulysses, 
along with work by artists affiliated with Cubism, Dada, and Surrealism. In the autumn of 1922, 
The Little Review featured not one, but two photographs by Man Ray, a cameraless photograph 
and a portrait of Marcel Duchamp and Frank Stella.54  
Littérature (1919-24), published during the brief period between the end of Dada and the 
beginning of Surrealism, was edited in Paris by André Breton, Louis Aragon, and Philippe 
Soupault as a separate space from the established art and literary worlds.55 In 1920, Littérature 
published the first automatic texts by Breton and Soupault, “Les Champs magnétiques” 
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53 For more on The Little Review, see: Susan Noyes Platt, “The Little Review: Early Years and Avant-Garde Ideas,” 
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(Magnetic Fields). Several years later they published Man Ray’s cameraless photography as a 
visual corollary to their interest in automatic writing.  
The Parisian literary review Les Feuilles Libres (1918-28) was founded and edited by 
French poet and writer Marcel Raval. By the 1920s, the magazine had incorporated the influence 
of Dada and Surrealism, while also maintaining its longstanding commitment to publishing the 
work of other prominent artists, writers, and poets.56 Significantly, the editors published several 
cameraless photographs along with two early writings on Man Ray’s cameraless photography by 
Tristan Tzara (“Photography Upside Down”) and Jean Cocteau (“Open Letter to M. Man Ray”) 
in 1922. As poets and writers themselves, Tzara and Cocteau knew Raval and published other 
writings in his review in the early 1920s. These connections facilitated cameraless photography’s 
entre into the Parisian art and literary scene, thus legitimizing the new process and introducing it 
to a public eager for the latest artistic developments.  
In the years between 1920 and 1923, artists published examples of their cameraless work 
as visual pronouncements of their innovation, which, along with a series of essays and texts 
about the newly-discovered process, initiated the discourse of invention. Although the 
publications appear to establish a clear timeline regarding who published what when, the 
“invention” of cameraless photography in the early 1920s was nevertheless fraught with 
accusations of plagiarism and demands of anteriority.  
 
3. Illustrating Invention 
                                                 
56 Les Feuilles Libres proclaimed itself a refuge for “la pensée, for inspiration without constraints.” Marcel Raval 
quoted in Marius Hentea, TaTa Dada: The Real Life and Celestial Adventures of Tristan Tzara (Cambridge, MA: 
The MIT Press, 2014), 191. Prominent writers included André Salmon, Philippe Soupault, Tristan Tzara, Jean 
Cocteau, Georges Ribemont-Dessaignes, Max Jacob, Pierre Reverdy, and others.  
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 As previously noted, artist journals were instrumental to the dissemination of group 
polemics, but also to the display of artworks that illustrated how those polemics might be put to 
work and given visual form. In these journals, examples of the latest artistic innovations mingled 
with a cacophony of texts, groundbreaking typography, and experimental layouts, in order to 
question the role of art, as well as its display and dissemination. The early inclusion of 
cameraless photography in experimental art publications was an important means of positioning 
the process as an avant-garde invention on par with such radical innovations as abstraction, 
collage, photomontage, and the readymade. Evidence of cameraless photography’s creative 
transformation was first broadcast to the world in the pages of one these groundbreaking 
publications—Dada. 
In 1920, a small cameraless abstraction by Geneva Dadaist Christian Schad was 
published for the first time in Tristan Tzara’s magazine Dada 7 (Dadaphone) (fig.1-1).57 Dada, 
first published in Zurich in 1917, was a multilingual publication that featured unusual 
typography, art, poetry, statements, manifestos, and stories that propagated the iconoclastic 
antibourgeois sentiments of Tristan Tzara and an increasingly international group of Dadaists.58 
Initially produced as the primary organ of the Zurich Dada group, Dada was as important for the 
ideas it espoused as for the artworks it featured. In the later years of its publication, Dada had a 
more international scope thanks to Tzara’s propagandizing efforts and his desire to make Dada 
an international movement. Dada’s increased internationalism was the result of Tzara’s ongoing 
communication with the group’s various outposts, which culminated in the First International 
                                                 
57 Dada 7 (March 1920). Schad sent his cameraless experiments to Tzara, by way of Walter Serner, in the hopes of 
having them published in Tzara’s journal. Although, Tzara did indeed publish a single example in Dadaphone, he 
never returned Schad’s work, and thus they would not appear again in print until the mid-1930s. See:  Bettina Schad, 
“Die Enstehung der Schadographien – ein vierzigjähriger künstlerischer Prozeβ,” in Schadographien: Die Kraft des 
Lichts, 59-74.  
58 See: Hage: “New York and European Dada Art Journals.” 
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Dada exhibition held in Berlin in June of 1920.59 Schad, who was affiliated only briefly with 
Zurich Dada, experimented with a range of techniques and processes during this time, and unlike 
the other players in this unfolding narrative, he was seemingly unaware of just how radical and 
groundbreaking his cameraless experiments were for the future of modern photography (fig. 1-
12).60 Schad’s initial cameraless experiments were produced in 1919 when he was living in 
Geneva, as Dada’s sole representative there. According to Schad, it was his friend Walter Serner, 
who recognized the innovative character of his cameraless photographs “and positively implored 
me not to treat this too lightly, telling me that I had pushed open a new door—this was the 
dawning of technology in art. It was through him that the Schadographs were reproduced in 
Dada publications in Paris and reached Tzara.”61 Thus, it was at the urging of Serner that his 
cameraless experiments made their way to Tzara for possible inclusion in Dada. The single 
abstract cameraless photograph (featuring bits of cloth, paper, and string) with its edges cut to 
further emphasize its abstraction, was a radical departure from cameraless photography’s 
amateur and scientific iterations. Despite its apparent distance from amateur practices, the 
reproduction gave little indication that it was, in fact, a photograph, cameraless or otherwise. 
Tzara, who was then in possession of all thirty of Schad’s cameraless experiments, chose for 
                                                 
59 On Tristan Tzara, see: Leah Dickerman, Brigid Doherty, et al., Dada: Zurich, Berlin, Hannover, Cologne, New 
York, Paris (National Gallery of Art in association with D.A.P./Distributed Art Publishers, New York, 2005); 
Michael Ilk, Brancusi, Tzara Und Die Rumänische Avantgarde (Bochum: Museum Bochum, 1997); Elmer Peterson, 
Tristan Tzara: Dada and Surrational Theorist (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 1971); Brigette 
Pichon and Karl Riha, Dada Zurich: A Clown’s Game from Nothing, vol. 2, Crisis and the Arts: The History of 
Dada (New York: G. K. Hall, 1996). For translations of Tzara's writings see: Dawn Ades, ed., The Dada Reader: A 
Critical Anthology (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2006). 
60 Schad’s cameraless photographs were produced using daylight printing-out paper that could be exposed in 
daylight and did not require further development. A variety of materials, including bits of paper, string, fabric, and 
other materials of varying degrees of translucency, could be placed and moved around on the paper, the results of 
which could be observed during exposure. Once exposed, the paper was toned and cut into abstract shapes, in order 
to “free them from the convention of the square.” See: Christian Schad quoted in Lloyd and Peppiatt, Christian 
Schad and the Neue Sachlichkeit, 19. For more on Schad’s cameraless work and the specifics of his process, see: 
Schad, Schadographien: Die Kraft Des Lichts.  
61 See: Christian Schad in Christian Schad and The Neue Sachlichkeit, 221. 
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publication an abstract work with few ties to the physical world, which meant that it could easily 
have been read as a collage or woodcut, rather than a photograph.  
Other photographs featured in Dada were photographs of Dada members, and therefore 
quite different in style and intent from Schad’s experimental work, while other artworks included 
in the issue, like Francis Picabia’s drawings, shared little with Schad’s cameraless image. By 
leaving Schad’s image to operate as something other than a documentary photograph, Tzara 
positioned it as a radically new and innovative work of art. It therefore challenged established 
modes of photography and painting. It was a perfect demonstration of how Dada tactics (like 
abstraction, chance, collage, photomontage, and the readymade) might be used to question 
traditional bourgeois notions of art making and its reliance on technique, skill, and personal 
style. Indeed, the modus operandi of Dada publications in general was to shock and provoke with 
artworks and texts that were included precisely because of their presumed distance from more 
established forms of expression in art and literature.62 Simply by means of inclusion, Tzara had 
pitted this cameraless form of photography against that from which it was taken: the technical 
aspects of photography on one hand, and the stylistic aspects of abstract painting on the other. 
Already in 1920, a full two years before Man Ray and Moholy-Nagy began experimenting with 
the process, Tzara was setting the terms for cameraless photography’s reception.    
Although Tzara featured the new process in Dada, he did little to advocate either for 
Schad or for the continued use of the process. He was nonetheless an excited proponent of 
cameraless photography two years later when it was “invented” for the second time by American 
Dadaist Man Ray (fig. 1-13). Tzara, by this time living in Paris, was in possession of the entirety 
                                                 
62 For more on Dada publications, see: Ades, The Dada Reader; Dawn Ades, Dada and Surrealism Reviewed 




of Schad’s cameraless oeuvre after publishing a single cameraless image in Dada in 1920. 
Despite repeated requests for their return, he never returned them to Schad.63 Instead, he held on 
to Schad’s experiments and may have shown them to his new American neighbor, Man Ray, 
who lived just down the hall.64 Regardless of Tzara’s experience with Schad’s cameraless work 
just two years earlier, by 1922 it was Man Ray who was heralded as the true “inventor.” Some 
years later Man Ray recalled the moment when Tzara first saw his cameraless experiments: “He 
spotted my prints on the wall at once, becoming very enthusiastic; they were pure Dada 
creations, he said, and far superior to similar attempts—simple flat textural prints in black and 
white—made a few years ago by Christian Schad, an early Dadaist.”65 Tzara was so persuaded of 
their innovative character that he encouraged Man Ray to publish a portfolio of his cameraless 
works to announce his invention. The portfolio, titled Les Champs délicieux (Delicious Fields), 
appeared in the fall of 1922 as a limited edition with a series of 12 “photographies originales” 
(original photographs) (figs. 1-14 and 1-15).66 The portfolio’s seemingly nonsensical title was a 
nod to André Breton and Philippe Soupault’s 1920 collection of automatic writing, Les Champs 
                                                 
63 Bettina Schad, Christian Schad’s wife, explained the situation regarding his early cameraless works, and Tzara’s 
role in their dissemination, or lack thereof, in her contribution to Schadographien: Die Kraft der Lichts, see: “die 
Entstehung der Schadographien – ein vierzigjähriger künstlischer Prozeß,” 59-74. 
64 For more on the confusion surrounding cameraless photography’s avant-garde origins, see: Chéroux, “Les 
discours de l’origine,” 34-61. 
65 Man Ray, Self Portrait, 106. 
66 Produced in the fall of 1922, in an edition of 40, the portfolio featured twelve “original photographs” (without 
captions), each at approximately 8.7 x 6.8 inches. The included images were gelatin-silver prints from the unique, 
cameraless photographs that were re-photographed in order produce a set of negatives from which the prints were 
made. This is significant because it reminds us that in order for these, or any, cameraless photographs to appear in 
print, they necessarily had to be reproducible. Man Ray’s early experiments featured a series of abstracted, 
disembodied objects that the artist had lying around his small studio, by “[t]aking whatever objects came to hand; 
my hotel-room key, a handkerchief, some pencils, a brush, a candle, a piece of twine”  he produced works that were 
“startlingly new and mysterious.” See: Ibid. Not surprisingly, Tzara wrote the preface for Man Ray’s Champs 
Délicieux, where he further elaborates on the innovative qualities of his friends “new method” by further pitting 
photography against outmoded traditions in painting. As an important early text on cameraless photography, it will 
be addressed in further detail later in this chapter.     
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magnétiques (Magnetic Fields), thus foregrounding the role of chance and the automatic in Man 
Ray’s new work.67  
Cameraless photography has been transformed once again in these early works by Man 
Ray, by drawing, as Schad had done, on the stuff of everyday life. Featuring such sundry objects 
as keys, drinking glasses, a brush, a magnet, a candle, and other recognizable objects, Man Ray’s 
abstracted images remained tethered to the real world, like an “object caught by the heel.”68 They 
were markedly different from the flat collage-like abstractions that Schad had created three years 
earlier. Tzara, who noted the difference early on, was likely drawn to Man Ray’s experiments 
precisely because they were neither wholly abstract, nor wholly representational, but also 
because they seemed to engage more directly with chance operations and the automatic.69 This 
work also overtly questioned the role of the artist in its production due to the removal of the 
artist’s hand. Tzara’s role in promoting Man Ray’s cameraless work did not stop with the simple 
suggestion to publish a portfolio. On the contrary, Tzara was invested in the success of the 
American newcomer, assisting in various ways in the promotion of his cameraless work. In the 
months that followed Man Ray’s discovery, Tzara wrote the preface for the portfolio with the 
                                                 
67 For more on this aspect of Man Ray’s cameraless works see: Susan Laxton, "Flou: Rayographs and the Dada 
Automatic.” 
68 Rosalind Krauss, "The Object Caught by the Heel," in Making Mischief, 249-51. 
69 It is worth noting here that there is a fundamental difference between the work of Man Ray and that of Christian 
Schad, and that is because each artist used a different process for the production of their cameraless photographs. 
While Schad had used daylight printing-out paper that required no additional development, meaning that the 
resulting prints were relatively small in scale and exhibited a brownish tone, Man Ray’s process was more indicative 
of the working methods of a photographer developing and printing negatives. Man Ray described the process as 
follows: “It was while making these prints [for Poiret] that I hit on my Rayograph process, or cameraless 
photographs. One sheet of photo paper got into the developing tray – a sheet unexposed that had been mixed with 
those already exposed under the negatives – I made my several exposures first, developing them together later – and 
as I waited in vain a couple of minutes for an image to appear, regretting the waste of paper, I mechanically placed a 
small glass funnel, the graduate and the thermometer in the tray on the wetted paper. I turned on the light; before my 
eyes an image began to form, not quite a simple silhouette of the objects as in a straight photograph, but distorted 
and refracted by the glass more or less in contact with the paper and standing out against a black background, the 
part directly exposed to light. I remembered when I was a boy, placing fern leaves in a printing frame with proof 
paper, exposing it to sunlight, and obtaining a white negative of leaves. This was the same idea, but with an added 
three-dimensional quality and tone graduation.” See: Man Ray, Self Portrait, 128-129.  
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rather suggestive title “Photography Upside Down.” He encouraged his Dada colleagues to 
advertise its publication in the months leading up to its completion, and he brought a copy of the 
portfolio with him to the Dada-Constructivist Congress in Weimar in the fall of 1922, where it 
was likely seen by Moholy-Nagy, Lissitzky, and Karel Teige, and possibly others.70 An 
advertisement for Les Champs délicieux in the Parisian Dada journal Le Coeur à barbe in May 
1922 described its innovative character.  
Man Ray has published an album of 12 original photographs, 18 x 24, under the title Les 
Champs délicieux with a preface by Tristan Tzara. This is the first time that photography 
is put on the same level as original pictorial works. The photographic process is used here 
to mark a state of mind and constitutes outside the research of early painters one of the 
most interesting attempts.71 
 
This brief advertisement successfully posited cameraless photography as a creative challenge to 
painting, and therefore, unquestionably, as art (fig. 1-16).72 While the portfolio itself was only 
printed by subscription, advertisements in artist journals ensured that this new “invention” would 
be seen by other forward-thinking artists and writers.73 The portfolio’s format and its twelve 
cameraless photographs challenged viewers to rethink preconceived notions about what 
constituted a work of art in the early 1920s, and perhaps more importantly, the role that 
photography might play in that discussion. The use of the term “originales” to describe these 
                                                 
70 For more on these interactions and their bearing on the history of cameraless photography in the early 1920s, see: 
Chéroux, "Les Discours De L’origine." 
71 Man Ray va publier un album de 12 photographies originales 18 x 24 sous le titre ‘Les Champs délicieux’ avec 
une preface de Tristan Tzara. Cet album sera tire à 40 exemplaire contiendra les épreuves des clichés rayés. C’est la 
première fois que la photographie est mise sur le même plan que les oeuvres picturales originales. Le proceed 
photographique est utilisé ici pour marquer un état d’esprit et constitue en dehors des recherches des peintres de la 
dernière epoque un des essais des plus intéressants.” “Advertisement for Les Champs délicieux, Les Feuilles Libres 
(Avril-Mai, 1922). It also appeared in La Coeur à Barbe, 1922. 
72 It should be noted here that members of the Parisian avant-garde, and those familiar with them, would have been 
aware that the American artist Man Ray had a solo exhibition at Librarie Six in Paris in the fall of 1921, just prior to 
his “discovery” of cameraless photography a few months later. A small catalogue was published with the exhibition 
that featured the titles of the works included and brief texts by other Dada artists and poets, including Louis Aragon, 
Hans Arp, Paul Eluard, Georges Ribemont-Dessaignes, Philippe Soupault, and Tristan Tzara. Readers of the 
advertisement for Les Champs délicieux as it appeared in Les Feuilles Libres and La Coeur à Barbe would therefore 
have been aware that Man Ray was an artist, not simply a work a day photographer.  
73 For more information on Les Champs délicieux, see: L'Ecotais, Man Ray: Rayographies. 
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works further demonstrates the perception that they were perceived as new and therefore also 
original.  
In March of 1923, László Moholy-Nagy’s first cameraless works appeared in Broom, 
Harold Loeb’s “International Magazine of the Arts,” along with his essay “Light: A Medium of 
Plastic Expression” (fig. 1-17).74 The issue also included four cameraless works by Man Ray 
(fig. 1-18). When the Broom issue appeared, the American expatriate magazine had recently 
moved its editorial operations from Rome to Berlin under the auspices of Harold Loeb, who 
hired Matthew Josephson as an assistant editor. As noted above, Josephson had moved to Paris 
in 1921 and immediatey established connections to Paris Dada, including Tristan Tzara and Man 
Ray. In Berlin, Josephson and Loeb met Moholy-Nagy, Lissitzky, and other Constructivists in 
1922.75 Moholy-Nagy recalls meeting the two editors in his studio in the fall of 1922 when they 
came to ask his permission to publish his new cameraless work in Broom.76 It was then, 
according to Moholy-Nagy, that he first became aware of Man Ray’s work with cameraless 
photography.77  
Invented anew by an artist whose artistic concerns were radically different from those of 
his predecessors, the four works by Moholy-Nagy brought cameraless photography into a new 
                                                 
74 See: László Moholy-Nagy, “Light—A Medium of Plastic Expression,” Broom 4, no. 4 (Berlin, 1923): 283-284. 
Moholy-Nagy’s essay, which was also included in the magazine, will be discussed in greater detail below, as it 
indicated an invention of another sort.  
75 Josephson remembered the meeting thusly: “One evening in the winter of 1923, Lissitzky accompanied us to a 
lively gathering of the Constructivists of Berlin in the barnlike studio of his friend Moholy-Nagy . . . Though 
Moholy lived in dire poverty at the time and boasted no furniture in his big studio, he was a most gallant host. The 
place was decorated with abstract paintings of his own as well as the machine-sculptures by the Russians Lissitzky, 
Gabo, and Vladimir Tatlin . . . Moholy had us all sit down on packing boxes, making merry the whole evening over 
some weak table wine.” See: Matthew Josephson, Life Among the Surrealists (New York: Holt, Rhinehart, and 
Winston, 1962), 211. On the connections between American and Hungarian avant-gardes, see: Oliver Botar, 
“Connections Between the Hungarian and American Avant-Gardes during the Early 1920s,” Hungarian Studies 
Review vol. XV, no. 1 (Spring 1988): 37-52.  
76 László Moholy-Nagy, “A letter from Moholy to Walter Gropius, 16 December 1935,” in Haus, Moholy-Nagy: 
Photographs and Photograms, 51. 
77 Ibid.  
50 
 
realm entirely, the realm of light. While Schad and Man Ray were working in the Dada orbit, 
Moholy-Nagy, then living in Berlin, was working primarily in a modified Constructivist style 
that emphasized geometric abstraction and an interest in transparency, light effects, and 
overlapping planes.78 Like Schad’s experiments, Moholy-Nagy’s early cameraless works were 
made using daylight printing-out paper, and this caused startlingly different effects from Man 
Ray’s cameraless experiments that were developed out (fig. 1-17). Man Ray’s darkroom process 
involved the exposure of an image that remained latent until it was developed out, which meant 
that he was unable to see what the image looked like as it was being produced. And while his 
selection of objects gave some indication of what the resulting image might look like, there was 
always an element of chance in his process. Only visible after development, the images gave the 
impression that they were produced “automatically.” Moholy-Nagy’s work was more deliberate 
in the use of geometric objects and materials of varying transparency. To emphasize the 
overlapping geometric planes that preoccupied Moholy-Nagy at the time, he cut the paper of at 
least one of the Broom cameraless photographs (fig. 1-19). An uncharacteristic move for 
Moholy-Nagy, this appears to be the only time that he cut one of his cameraless photographs.79 
The cameraless images included in Broom allowed viewers to see two radically different 
approaches to the newly “invented” process for the first time. 
                                                 
78 By the time Moholy-Nagy began experimenting with cameraless photography he had incorporated ideas from 
various artist groups that included Hungarian Activism, Dada, Suprematism, and Constructivism. According to 
Moholy-Nagy scholar Krisztina Passuth, “To pacificism and world-redeeming ideals [of Hungarian Acitivism] were 
added in Berlin the freer, anti-nationalistic attitudes of Dada, the spiritualism of Suprematism, and the leftist 
programme [sic] of Constructivism.” Combined, these elements forged a very specific style and theoretical 
underpinning that would be manifest in his work, but particularly in his cameraless work. See: Passuth, Moholy-
Nagy, 19.    
79 See: Heyne, Moholy-Nagy: The Photograms for reproductions of Moholy-Nagy’s cameraless photographs.  
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Some months later, in October of 1923, Russian Constructivist El Lissitzky published a 
collaborative cameraless work (with Vilmos Huszar) in Kurt Schwitters’s journal Merz.80 In the 
publication’s early years, the issues were often loosely arranged around a specific theme or 
movement. For instance, Schwitters included a cameraless photograph by his friend Moholy-
Nagy, with whom he had previously shared a studio, in the July 1923 issue titled “Banalitäten” 
(Banalities) (fig. 1-20). Flipped 180 degrees and labeled a photograph, the cameraless image 
Schwitters reproduced in Merz was the same image that had appeared a few months earlier in 
Broom, thus signaling the importance of “little magazines” and artist journals to the 
dissemination of new work and as sites of artistic exchange (fig. 1-21). The “Banalitäten” issue 
also included texts by Schwitters, Arp, and Tzara, a poem by Ribemont-Dessaignes, an essay on 
typography by Lissitzky, and artwork by Arp, Moholy-Nagy, Schwitters, Arthur Segal, and van 
Doesburg. In bringing together Dadaists and Constructivists in the same issue, Schwitters 
demonstrated his interest in these two movements by highlighting the approaches that both 
movements could offer in the fields of art and design. The inclusion of Moholy-Nagy’s new 
cameraless photography was therefore in keeping with his promotion of new experimental forms 
that cut across movements and mediums.  
The October 1923 issue of Merz was dedicated to Constructivist, De Stijl, and 
elementarist ideas. In order to demonstrate these ideas, Schwitters included El Lissitzky’s earliest 
collaborative cameraless experiments with Vilmos Huszar. Lissitzky had arrived in Berlin in 
December of 1921 with a mandate from the Soviet government to expand Soviet art and culture 
                                                 
80 For more on Merz, see: Dorothea Dietrich “Hannover,” in Dada, 154-178; Dietrich, “Hanover: ‘True Art’ and 
‘True Dada’”; Emily Hage, “New York and European Dada Art Jounals.” On Kurt Schwitters more generally, see: 
John Elderfield, Kurt Schwitters (London: Thames and Hudson, 1985); Charlotte Stokes and Stephen C. Foster, eds., 
Dada: Cologne/Hanover (New York: G K Hall, 1997); Dorothea Dietrich, The Collages of Kurt Schwitters: 
Tradition and Innovation (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 1993); Elizabeth Burns Gamard, Kurt 
Schwitters’s Merzbau: The Cathedral of Erotic Misery (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2000).  
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to the West. He brought with him a modified version of Constructivism that scholar Christina 
Lodder has termed “International Constructivism.”81 By late 1923, Lissitzky was a key figure in 
the international community of artists working in Berlin in the early 1920s.  
It was during this period that Lissitizky began to experiment with the creative 
possibilities of photography. Although the circumstances surrounding his early photographic 
work remain unclear, art historian Matthew Drutt has suggested that it may have been Lissitzky’s 
exposure to artists working in a variety of mediums that spurred his interest.82 The first published 
example of Lissitzky’s cameraless work was a collaboration with De Stijl artist Vilmos Huszar.83 
The highly experimental photograph, titled 4 i Lampe (Heliokonstruktion 125 Volt) was signed 
“El Huszar and Vilmos Lissitzky” (fig. 1-22). It featured a Phillips lightbulb lying on its side 
with drinking glasses positioned above and below, and an indecipherable object to the right. All 
of this appears to rest on a series of translucent intersecting planes, as if in homage to their 
shared interest in abstraction and the utopian programs of De Stijl, Constructivism, and 
Suprematism. Like Man Ray, Lissitzky and Huszar used the cameraless technique to celebrate 
mundane everyday objects, but their work fuses these everyday objects with the industrial and 
                                                 
81 Constructivism traces its roots to 1921 with the founding of the Working Group of Constructivists, a group that 
included Aleksander Rodchenko, Vavara Stepanova, Karl Ioganson, Konstantin Medunestskii, and Georgii and 
Vladimir Stenberg. This initial group of Constructivists sought to abandon the traditional notion of a work of art as a 
commodity and the product of individual genius, instead they worked to develop a new form of creative activity that 
brought together objectives better suited to a new postrevolutionary order, namely the fusion of utilitarian, 
ideological, and formal concerns. The first exhibition of the working group was held in May of 1921 at OBMOKhU 
in Moscow and featured various constructions (sculptures) in glass, wood, wire, and metal. These early “laboratory 
works” quickly transitioned to more practical products and the use of typography, graphic work, design, and 
architecture, that might be used for agitational purposes, including advertisements, poster design, magazine and 
book covers, and signage. Constructivism’s spread to Europe was by no means straightforward. The complexities of 
its westward movement and the various factions that emerged around the question of radical politics will be 
discussed in greater detail in Chapter II, see pages 92-97. For more Constructivism see: Richard Andrews, Milena 
Kalinovska, and Jaroslav Andel, Art into Life: Russian Constructivism 1914-1932 (New York: Rizzoli, 1990); 
Christina Lodder, Russian Constructivism (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1983). On Lissitzky and 
International Constructivism, see: Christina Lodder, “El Lissitzky and the Export of Constructivism,” in Situating El 
Lissitzky, 27-46.  
82 Matthew Drutt, “El Lissitzky in Germany 1922-1925” in El Lissitzky: Beyond the Abstract Cabinet, 9-24. 
83 Lissitzky and Huszar met in The Hague through Theo van Doesburg during the tour of the First Russian 
Exhibition. For more on the collaborative work between Lissitzky and Huszar, see: Ibid. 
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technological, as if to comment on how their process, once rudimentary and antitechnological 
has been transformed by the technological.84 This early cameraless work signals the beginning of 
Lissitzky’s interest in photography. It also signals the sophisticated, highly experimental 
approach to photography that was characteristic of much of his photographic work in the coming 
years.  
 To illustrate an invention, to reproduce it in print, was to lay claim publically to the 
newly rediscovered process. These early reproductions of cameraless photography ensured that 
the medium would be associated with a particular set of practices, a particular set of concerns, 
and a particular group of artists—Schad, Man Ray, Moholy-Nagy, and Lissitizky. It also served 
to disseminate the process to an expanding audience attuned to the latest innovations in art and 
literature. While Dada, Merz, and Broom catered to an elite group of artists, writers, and critics, 
cameraless photographs were circulated widely among like-minded individuals and would 
therefore have guaranteed the medium’s further propagation. With its re-invention registered and 
reproduced, interested parties set out to discuss cameraless photography’s invention, and 
ultimately to name it.  
 
4. Naming Invention 
Invention through naming has long been an important component of photography’s 
history. Throughout its long amateur history, cameraless photography went by various names 
                                                 
84 This point is made clearer by the fact that Lissitzky and Huszar have used the technology of the photographic 
medium to produce a positive print from the original (unique) paper negative. For more on Lissitzky’s photographic 
work, see: Leah Dickerman, “El Lissitzky’s Camera Corpus,” in Situating El Lissitzky, 153-176; Margarita Tupitsyn, 
El Lissitzky: Beyond the Abstract Cabinet, and Matthew Drutt’s essay “El Lissitzky in Germany, 1922-1925,” 9-24; 
Margarita Tupitsyn, “Between Fotopis’ and Factography,” in El Lissitzky: Experiments in Photography, exh. cat. 
(New York: Houk Friedman, 1991); Peter Nesbit, “Lissitzky and Photography,” in El Lissitzky, 1890-1941: 
Architect, Painter, Photographer, Typographer, exh. cat., Jan Debbaut et al. (Eindhoven: Stedelijk Van 
Abbemuseum, 1990), 66-69. 
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depending on the medium’s intended use. Cameraless photography’s reconceptualization in the 
early 1920s therefore necessitated additional naming. Photography historian Geoffrey Batchen 
has remarked on the importance of nomenclature in photography’s early history, as its 
practitioners sought to define, classify, and name their new enterprise.85 Although photography’s 
early adherents had somewhat loftier goals, the innovators of cameraless photography in the 
1920s were no less concerned with naming their respective processes for posterity. As Batchen 
suggests, “[t]he choice of name therefore reflected not so much what photography was as what 
photography might be. It was a one-word summation of the idea of photography, and of the 
desires and aspirations that induced each of its various inventors to undertake their 
experiments.”86 My discussion of naming in this chapter relates specifically to Man Ray and the 
naming of his cameraless process: the Rayograph. The cameraless processes of Schad and 
Moholy-Nagy were named some time later. Moholy-Nagy’s term, the photogram, first appeared 
in his 1925 book Painting, Photography, Film (to be discussed in the following chapter), while 
Schad’s cameraless photographs were named Schadographs by Tzara when he sent the works off 
to New York for inclusion in Alfred H. Barr’s 1936 exhibition Fantastic Art, Dada, Surrealism. 
87 In the very act of naming, of assigning a single word to a practice, artists like Man Ray sought 
to claim priority and ensure the process would forever be linked to their practice.  
In the autumn of 1922, Man Ray’s cameraless work appeared for the first time in the 
American literary journal The Little Review.88 As previousy noted, The Little Review featured 
work by a transatlantic group of artists and writers, thanks in part to the involvement of Ezra 
                                                 
85 Batchen, “The Naming of Photography: ‘A Mass of Metaphor’.” 
86 Ibid., 22. 
87 See: Schad, Schadographien: Die Kraft Des Lichts. 
88 On The Little Review, see: Platt, “The Little Review: Early Years and Avant-Garde Ideas”; Tashjian, “From 
Anarchy to Group Force: The Social Text of The Little Review”; Anderson and Kinzie, The Little Magazine in 
America: A Modern Documentary History.  
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Pound in London and Francis Picabia in Paris. In a playful, but not terribly surprising twist, Man 
Ray christened his latest discovery the “Rayograph,” thus aligning it with his practice, but more 
importantly, with his name.89 Although Schad’s cameraless work was the first to appear in print, 
it was not labeled as such. When it was named some years later, Tzara borrowed from Man 
Ray’s name for his process in his use of the term “Schadograph,” which was similarly derived 
from the artist’s name and the shadow-like character of the works. The term “Rayograph” was 
not just a play on the artist’s name, it also made reference to the penetrating rays of the X-ray, 
another recent invention, which left similarly ghostly marks on the plate.90 The Little Review 
featured a small cameraless photograph with a hand-written title that reads, “esoRRose Sel à 
vie.” Just below the image, in the space typically reserved for the artist’s name or signature, the 
term “Rayograph” was printed in italics (fig. 1-23). There was no reference to the artist on the 
page, only the title of the work and the word “Rayograph.” Man Ray relished his origin stories, 
particularly with regard to cameraless photography, and as such, he was not one to miss an 
opportunity to take credit for his innovations. So here, the use of the term “Rayograph” served 
two functions—it gave a name to his process, but it also came to stand in for the artist’s 
signature. As an abstract Dadaist object-portrait, Man Ray’s cameraless photograph referenced 
the photographs of a gender-bending, cross-dressing Duchamp in the guise of his alter ego 
                                                 
89 According to Christian Schad: “Schadographs are photograms, ‘photographs made without a camera’. Neither of 
these terms existed when I discovered this new medium for artistic expression when I was experimenting in Geneva 
in 1919 with light-sensitive paper and ‘found objects.’ It was only quite some time later—I am not sure when—and 
without my knowledge, that Tristan Tzara named my early photo-pictures ‘Schadographs,’ after me. Besides my 
reliefs, these were my most important contribution to Dada.” Caption to Schadograph, Geneva, 1919, in Christian 
Schad and the Neue Sachlichkeit, 221. For additional information on the naming of Schad’s process, see: Bettina 
Schad, “Die Enstehung der Schadographien,” in Schadographien: Die Kraft des Lichts, 59-74; and Olaf Peters, “’A 
voluntary international madman’: Christian Schad and the Avant-Garde 1915-1920,” in Christian Schad and the 
Neue Sachlichkeit, 32. It should also be noted that although the name “Rayograph” was used here for the first time, 
it was not used in print in Europe for a few more years. For more on this see: L'Ecotais, Man Ray: 
Rayographies.The definitive name by which the process is known today—the photogram—was first published in 
Moholy-Nagy’s 1925 book Malerei Photographie Film.  




(RRose Sélavy) that the two artists collaborated on the previous year; however, it also 
demonstrated the New York Dadaist proclivity for machine portraits (figs. 1-24 and 1-25).91 Man 
Ray’s playful reconstruction of the name “Rrose Sélavy” was a sort of phonetic rendering of 
Duchamp’s pun “Eros c’est la vie,” which could also be translated as “rose the salt of life.” The 
term “Rayograph” was also a pun of sorts. As if to underscore the importance of naming, and to 
legitimize his invention with a proper name, Man Ray drew on Duchamp’s naming device, while 
establishing his own. A point further underscored by the placement of the term “Rayograph” 
where the artist’s proper name would normally appear. Not only was Man Ray’s cameraless 
work included as proof of his latest artistic innovation; it also registered his invention with a 
proper name, one derived from his very own, and similarly “invented,” proper name.92  
The discourse of invention continued with the enthusiastic pronouncements made by a 
range of artists and writers in the early 1920s. Interestingly, many of these early pronouncements 
were made in relation to Man Ray’s work, rather than that of Schad or Moholy-Nagy. As noted 
earlier, Schad was no longer in possession of his cameraless experiments by the early 1920s and 
was therefore unable to advocate for their publication. In the case of Moholy-Nagy, this had 
more to do with timing. His first cameraless photographs appeared in print in early 1923, nearly 
nine months after the first publication of Man Ray’s experiments.93 It should come as no surprise 
                                                 
91 The name “Rrose Sélavy” was a verbal pun on Eros c’est la vie, or “Eros, that’s life.” For more information on 
Duchamp’s alter ego “Rrose Sélavy” see: Amelia Jones, Postmodernism and The Engendering of Marcel Duchamp 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1994). For more on the importance of the machine to New York Dada, 
see: Barbara Zabel, “The Constructed Self: Gender and Portraiture in Machine-Age America,” in Women in Dada: 
Essays on Sex, Gender, and Identity, 22-47; and her “The Machine and New York Dada,” in Making Mischief, 280-
284. 
92 It should be noted that this particular work has been lost. See Ecotais, Man Ray: Rayographies. For more on Man 
Ray’s reinvention by means of proper name, see: Mason Klein, Alias Man Ray: The Art of Reinvention (New Haven: 
Yale University Press in association with The Jewish Museum, 2009). 
93 While there is no question that Moholy-Nagy had been making cameraless photographs for several months before 
the first example was published in 1923, there has been some speculation regarding whether or not Moholy-Nagy 
produced any cameraless experiments when he and his wife, Lucia Moholy, visited Loheland in the summer of 
1922. Without a doubt, the circumstances surrounding Moholy-Nagy’s initial interest in cameraless photography 
were quite different from Man Ray’s “discovery” of the process. That Man Ray had happened upon his discovery by 
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that the most sustained and enthusiastic attention was lavished on Man Ray. It is also important 
to consider the group of artists and writers Man Ray was associated with during his early years in 
Paris. This influential group, including Jean Cocteau, and fellow Dadaists Robert Desnos and 
Georges Ribemont-Dessaignes, took up their pens in celebration of their new friend’s discovery. 
They reveled at the unique quality of these prints that seemed to hover somewhere between 
photography and painting. Whether in Cocteau’s praise for their abstraction, or in their apparent 
distance from photography’s documentary or painterly strains, as articulated by Desnos and 
Ribemont-Dessaignes, cameraless photography was viewed as something wholly different from 
the latest artistic trends. 
French artist and writer Jean Cocteau was among the first to label Man Ray the 
“inventor” of cameraless photography. His pronouncement, in the April 1922 issue of the art and 
literature journal Les Feuilles Libres, was made in the form of an open letter, which also marks 
the first appearance of Man Ray’s cameraless photographs in print. A single cameraless 
photograph of a glass and coiled wire was mounted to board and loosely inserted with Cocteau’s 
“Open Letter to Mr. Man Ray, American Photographer” (fig. 1-26). After ruminating on their 
unique character, Cocteau proclaimed: “I will give it a year before your disciples are hiding their 
prints from you, and that is why, though ill and ever so tardy, I am hastening to register your 
                                                 
some lucky accident, and that Tzara just happened to live down the hall and could serve as witness to his discovery, 
served to bolster Man Ray’s origin story and the intrigue with which his new work was regarded. Moholy-Nagy’s 
interest in the process came by way of theoretical reflection, which may have been spurred on by Bertha Günther, an 
amateur photographer and part of the Loheland group who was producing small cameraless botanical studies. It is 
difficult to say with any certainty whether Moholy-Nagy or Lucia produced any cameraless photographs while 
visiting Loheland that summer. We do know, however, that Lucia may have been participating in a summer course 
at Loheland, so the fact that the two were there, saw Günther’s work, and shortly thereafter began writing about and 
producing cameraless photographs is intriguing. For more on Moholy-Nagy’s connection to Loheland, see: Botar, 
Technical Detours, and two essays by Molderings, "Laszlo Moholy-Nagy Und Die Neuerfindung Des Fotogramms." 
and Molderings, "Light Years of a Life: The Photogram in the Aesthetic of László Moholy-Nagy." On photography 




patent as inventor.”94 Referring to Man Ray’s experiments as “meaningless masterpieces”— at 
once both abstract and representational—Cocteau marveled that these works, and the objects 
they depicted, were captured not with the camera’s lens, but with the poet’s hand. Man Ray’s 
cameraless photographs excited Cocteau because they moved beyond those works that simply 
made use of photography, like the collages of Max Ernst. The everyday three-dimensional 
objects that Man Ray placed on the paper’s surface—a glass, a wire coil, or a key—were 
distorted by the inherent nature of the process, which allowed varying amounts of light to reach 
the paper, leaving the ghostly specter of what once touched the paper’s surface. For Cocteau the 
innate abstraction of Man Ray’s photographic process had succeeded in freeing painting, not 
from representation, but from the abstraction with which painting had been preoccupied with 
since the early 1910s. Never an advocate of abstraction, Cocteau was a staunch and vocal 
advocate of the “return to order” in the 1920s, which promoted the recuperation of realistic 
painting and classical subjects.95 Man Ray’s “invention,” by Cocteau’s estimation, laid the 
groundwork for this long-awaited return to representation. 
Man Ray found another enthusiastic supporter in poet Robert Desnos, who was a member 
of the group centered around the literary journal Littérature. In his 1923 essay, “The Work of 
Man Ray,” he spoke expressively of his painting, sculpture, and photography. In his assessment 
of Man Ray’s photography, Desnos praised the innovative nature of the work, which “derives 
neither from artistic deformation, nor from the servile reproduction of ‘nature.’”96 In a nod to the 
                                                 
94 Jean Cocteau, “Letrre ouverte à M. Man Ray, photographe américain,” Les Feuilles Libres, No. 26 (April/May 
1922): 134-135, reprinted in Phillips, Photography in the Modern Era, 3. 
95 For two different takes on the so-called “Return to Order” see: Benjamin H.D. Buchloh, “Figures of Authority, 
Ciphers of Regression: Notes on the Return to Representation in European Painting,” October, Vol. 16 (Spring, 
1981): 39-68; Christopher Green, “Classicism of Transcendence and of Transience: Mailol, Picasso, and de 
Chirico,” in On Classic Ground: Picasso, Léger, and the New Classicism, 1910- 1930, ed. Elizabeth Cowling and 
Jennifer Mundy (London: Tate Gallery Publications, 1990), 267-282.  
96 Robert Desnos, “Man Ray,” Le Journal (Paris), December 14, 1923. Reprinted in Phillips, Photography in the 
Modern Era, 8. 
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long amateur history of the process, and the creative play it engendered, Desnos described these 
new works as “abstract photographs in which he makes the solar specter participate in 
adventurous construction,” he continued, “[a]s children we used to cut out our hands imprinted 
on citrate paper exposed to the sun.”97 Man Ray then proceeded “from this naïve process,” to 
create images derived from poetry, and unlike photography and painting, “Man Ray does not 
calculate or predict the result of his manipulations.”98 For Desnos these works were remarkable 
because they built on this early photographic tradition, while also resisted photography’s 
tendency to be corrupted either by “artistic deformation” (i.e. painting) or by its “servile 
reproduction of ‘nature’.”99 Cameraless photography’s inherent abstraction, and its removal from 
the faithful representation for which photography was known, flew in the face of established 
forms of photography.100  
Like Desnos, Ribemont-Dessaignes differentiates Man Ray’s new photographic practice 
from that which preceded it. In his essay: “Dada Painting, or the ‘Oil Eye,’” he discussed the 
unprecedented character of the new photographs:  
Man Ray is the subtle chemist of mysteries who sleeps with the metrical fairies of spirals 
and steel wool. He invents a new world and photographs it to prove that it exists. But as 
the camera also has an eye, although without a heart, he suppresses it. It is no longer a 
question of preserving images in a box; but of making an astonishing destructive 
projection of all formal art which never the less recreates for the love of the external thing 
the most unexpected and the most precious relativity of time and of space. One finds 
one’s self belonging to many fields of gravitation at the same time where the importance 
of the qualities has totally disappeared, where the casuality hardly touches the spirit, 
where the objects have ceased to be sultan postulates accompanied by harems.101  
                                                 
97 Ibid., 8-9. 
98 Ibid., 9.  
99 Ibid, 8. 
100 Photography of the late 1910s and early 1920s was still a practice very much marked by the dualism between “art 
photography” and documentary photography. With ever-improving photographic technology, including cameras and 
papers, these years saw the rise of the illustrated press and photography books and magazines, however, it also saw 
continued interest in so-called “art photography” that embraced painterly, ethereal images that continued to look to 
painting for inspiration. “Art Photography” will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter II.  
101 My emphasis. Georges Ribemont-Dessaignes, “Dada Painting, or the ‘Oil-Eye,’” The Little Review (Autumn–




Ribemont-Dessaignes suggested that by suppressing the camera’s eye, Man Ray created a new 
world brought about by feeling and poetry, a world that could not be (re)produced with the 
camera lens. Just as the poet created new worlds with words, Man Ray created new worlds with 
objects and light. This new cameraless method at long last unleashed photography’s true creative 
potential.  
The writings of Desnos and Ribemont-Dessaignes intimate, however obliquely, the 
changes afoot within the Parisian avant-garde in the years between 1922 and 1924. Namely, the 
demise of Dada and the rise of Surrealism, a period often referred to as mouvement flou, which 
was associated with the group of artists and writers working around André Breton’s journal 
Littérature.102 Having published the first automatic writings in 1919, “Les Champs magnétiques” 
by Breton and Soupault, Littérature came to embrace a range of practices related to chance and 
the automatic, even participating in hypnotic trances and recording the results for publication. 
Desnos’s essay on Man Ray alluded to the chance operations at work in his cameraless 
photographs. While practices such as these were not new, Man Ray, Schad, and Hans Arp had all 
dabbled in related practices in the late 1910s, they were given new emphasis in the pages of 
Littérature.103 Indeed, the March 1923 publication of Man Ray’s cameraless work, Monsieur…, 
Inventeur, Constructeur, 6 Seconds, reflected the deliberate inclusion of works (at the behest of 
Breton) meant to demonstrate the new weight given to the automatic and its processes (fig. 1-
27). The whimsical cameraless image selected for publication, Monsieur…, Inventeur, 
                                                 
102 The mouvement flou, that brief period between the end of Dada and the beginning of Surrealism, was 
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Constructeur, 6 Seconds, produced in a mere six seconds, alluded to Man Ray’s status as 
inventor and constructor of the image.104 Images such as this seemed to draw on Dada tactics, but 
they also seemed to refer to the medium’s long amateur tradition and its tendency toward 
creative play. Breton was surely aware of Man Ray’s process and the fact that these works were 
developed out, which meant that Man Ray was unable to see the image when it was exposed. 
The latent image appeared in the darkroom only after chemical development, as if automatic. For 
Man Ray and the Littérature group, cameraless photography alluded to the automatic in a more 
immediate way than other mediums. As a result of this alignment, the publication of Man Ray’s 
cameraless photograph in Littérature marked the beginning of the Surrealists whole-hearted 
embrace of photography.105  
By the end of 1922, news of cameraless photography’s invention by an American artist 
had crossed the Atlantic and reached the United States. The popular American magazine Vanity 
Fair published a brief article on Man Ray, along with a series of four “Rayographs” in the 
November issue (fig. 1-28).106 Similar in content to the so-called “little magazines,” Vanity Fair 
was a glossy, large-format, high-circulation magazine that included the latest in news, literature, 
art, and photography. The magazine’s editor, Frank Crowninshield, was a well-known journalist 
and art and theater critic who started work for the magazine just months after his involvement as 
                                                 
104 Interestingly, art Historian Barbara Zabel has suggested that the emphasis on the measure of time in Man Ray’s 
title alludes to the model of efficiency advocated by Taylor. And by the very act of constructing the image by 
placing component parts in relation to one another, the production of the image mimics the action of the assembly 
line. See, Barbara Zabel, Assembling Art: The Machine and American Avant-Garde Art (Jackson: The University 
Press of Mississippi, 2003), 50. 
105 French photography scholar and Rayograph expert, Emmanuelle de l’Ecotais has suggested that Man Ray was 
the inventor, not only of the rayograph, but Surrealist photography in general. See: L'Ecotais, Man Ray: 
Rayographies. For more on Surrealist photography, see: Rosalind E. Krauss, Jane Livingston, and Dawn Ades, 
L'amour Fou: Photography & Surrealism (Washington, D.C.: Corcoran Gallery of Art: New York, 1985). 
106 The magazines editor, Frank Crowninshield, selected a series of cameraless works directly from Man Ray in 
Paris, probably during the summer of 1922. See: Man Ray letter to Ferdinand Howald, May 28, 1922. Reprinted in 
Manford, Man Ray Champs Délicieux, 21. “A New Method for Realizing the Artistic Possibilities of Photography: 
Experiments in Abstract Form, Made without a Camera Lens, by Man Ray, the American Painter,” Vanity Fair 
(November 1922): 50.  
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voluntary press agent for the Armory Show.107 Friends with American photographer Alfred 
Stieglitz, Crowninshield was an early advocate of modern photography, publishing work by 
Stieglitz, Charles Sheeler, and Edward Steichen, among others. The inclusion of Man Ray’s 
cameraless photographs demonstrates the crossover between art and popular publications during 
this period.108 The process was given new meaning and relevance by artists like Man Ray, which 
in turn elevated its status, making it worthy of inclusion in glossy popular magazines like Vanity 
Fair.  
The Vanity Fair article announced, “A New Method for Realizing the Artistic 
Possibilities of Photography: Experiments in Abstract Form, Made without a Camera Lens, by 
Man Ray, the American Painter.” The author, presumably Crowninshield, was clear that these 
photographic experiments were produced by Man Ray, the painter, in other words, by an “artist,” 
and the viewer should take them seriously as a new (photographic) art form. The suggestion that 
photography could be an art form when properly utilized was not new to Vanity Fair. The 
previous year Crowninshield published Ira Martin’s experiments with abstract photography with 
the suggestion that Martin was attempting to “attack the same problems in which the modernistic 
painter is interested, and to attack them with a camera” (fig. 1-29).109 Crowninshield, it seems, 
was predisposed to the idea that photography could tackle the same representational concerns 
that preoccupied painters, namely abstraction. Given his friendship with Stieglitz and other 
modern photographers, it is not surprising that Crowninshield took photography seriously and 
treated it with the same weight he gave to artists working in painting or sculpture. Further 
evidence of this fact was to be found in his brief description of the process and a quotation from 
                                                 
107 On Vanity Fair and its influence on Modernism, see: Sybil Gordon Kantor, Alfred H. Barr, Jr. and the 
Intellectual Origins of the Museum of Modern Art (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2002), particularly Chapter 3.  
108 “A New Method for Realizing the Artistic Possibilities of Photography.” 50. 
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Cocteau’s “Open Letter,” in which the critic concluded that Man Ray “has come to set painting 
free again. His mysterious groups are infinitely better than any of the ordinary still-lifes which 
attempt to conquer the flat canvas and the elusive mud of the colors.”110   
Interestingly, not all American artists and critics were as enthusiastic about the artistic 
possibilities of Man Ray’s new photographic work. The late 1910s had experienced a shift in 
American photography, particularly among the Stieglitz circle, to a form of “straight” 
photography that shunned any manipulation of the negative or print and maintained a strict 
adherence to the camera as its means of production.111 Man Ray’s new cameraless work resisted 
strict categorization; it was neither “straight” nor was it “art photography,” and unlike the 
Stieglitz circle, it unabashedly denied the camera as its mode of production. Man Ray, a late 
comer to photography, who thumbed his nose at the doctrinaire attitudes of photographers like 
Stieglitz and demands for proper technique and pristine prints, viewed himself as an artist and 
not as a photographer. His circle of friends in Paris consisted early on of Dadaists and budding 
Surrealists, whose views about art were as iconoclastic as his own. With this is mind, it is not 
surprising that this new and unprecedented coming together of art and photography found greater 
acceptance in Europe. Indeed, as Sandra Phillips has suggested, “While in Man Ray’s eyes, as in 
the eyes of his contemporaries, the [R]ayographs were equal to painting in expressive power and 
invention, he would always feel compelled to be contrary. To purists such as Stieglitz . . . they 
                                                 
110 Ibid. 
111 It should be noted here that this transition to “straight” photography in the late 1910s was occurring specifically 
in an American context. Europe was still dominated at this time by the salons and its favored pictorialist aesthetic, 
which was why Man Ray’s cameraless works were so radical when they appeared in the early 1920s. For more on 
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were a confusion of art and photography—which must have delighted the [D]adaists 
enormously.”112  
In July of 1922, Stieglitz was immersed in the issue of photography’s significance, 
positing the question “Can A Photograph have the Significance of Art” to a series of artists, 
writers, and photographers in his short-lived journal MSS (fig. 1-30). While the responses varied, 
the statement by Marius de Zayas touched on Man Ray’s recent experiments with photography. 
In answer to the question posed by Stieglitz, de Zayas remarked: “I have been thinking a lot 
about photography on account of the false success that Man Ray has made here among the 
‘intellectuals’.”113 Speaking undoubtedly about Man Ray’s cameraless work and the flurry of 
interest it generated, De Zayas was unconvinced. Instead, he concluded: “Photography as it is 
done up to the present is nothing else than a means of expression of man—Therefore it is Art. 
And I must also say that outside of what you [Stieglitz] and Sheeler have done in Photography I 
find the rest quite stupid.”114 As the arbiter of modern American photography, Stieglitz and his 
circle were not yet prepared to take Man Ray as their own. For much of the 1920s, Man Ray’s 
success, and that of cameraless photography more generally, would be tied to artistic 
developments in Europe and the quest for a modern photographic idiom. 
 
5. “The Photographer Has Invented a New Method” 
Like the readymade and photomontage, cameraless photography was viewed in the early 
1920s as a new method that might at last unseat the dominance of painting. Writings by Tzara 
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and Moholy-Nagy set the terms for how this “new method” might succeed in overturning what 
came before it, thereby establishing a modern medium that had its basis not in painting, as had 
been the dominant belief in the 1910s, but in photography. Despite their shared belief in 
cameraless photography’s possibilities, Tzara and Moholy-Nagy viewed these results from very 
different perspectives. For Tzara and the Dadaists, Man Ray’s radical invention was an 
unprecedented combination of painting and photography that displayed an irreverent approach to 
art making. Seemingly anti-photographic and anti-painting at one and the same time, the 
cameraless photograph took from these two fundamentally different mediums but resisted 
conforming to their conventions.  
Moholy-Nagy, on the other hand, was as much a theorist as he was an artist. His views 
regarding the productive role of art in society were intertwined with utopian ideas gleaned from 
Hungarian Activism and Constructivism, and the influence of Dada and De Stijl, all of which 
informed his approach to cameraless photography.115 He, and others like him, believed that the 
artist should no longer seek to represent subjective ideas and experience, as in painting, but 
should instead orient him or herself to science and technology for the betterment of society. His 
work with cameraless photography was important to his articulation of these ideas. While his 
1922 essay “Production—Reproduction” predated his earliest cameraless experiments, it 
nonetheless laid out the theoretical principles that were fundamental to his later work and writing 
on photography (with and) without a camera.  
What Tzara and Moholy-Nagy shared was an understanding that this new cameraless 
method of photography could move beyond painting and the outmoded traditions of the past. 
This was the resounding sentiment among artists and writers, who saw in cameraless 
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photography a means of breaking with the past and moving photography into the future. As with 
other artistic developments of the 1910s and 1920s, like the readymade, collage, photomontage, 
abstraction, and the use of objects and chance operations, cameraless photography was 
emblematic of the desire for new art forms. It was also widely believed that these new forms 
were more reflective of the times and the new and varied experiences of modernity. That 
cameraless photography synthesized existing artistic concerns with abstraction, the use of 
objects, the automatic, and chance operations, was all the better.  
Tristan Tzara’s provocative forward to Man Ray’s portfolio, Les Champs délicieux, 
spoke of cameraless photography’s arrival—a new method—at a moment when all of art had 
become complacent (fig. 1-31).116   
When everything we call art had become thoroughly arthritic, a photographer lit up the 
thousand candles of his lamp, and the sensitized paper absorbed bit by bit the black 
outlines of some everyday objects. With a fresh and delicate flash of light, he invented a 
force that surpassed in importance all the constellations intended for our visual 
pleasure.117   
 
Wittily titled, “La Photographie à l’envers” (Photography Upside Down), Tzara, the Dada poet, 
pits this new form of photography, as Desnos and Ribemont-Dessaignes had done, against 
outmoded bourgeois traditions in painting, particularly oil painting, but also against the 
increasingly bourgeois forms of photography, like portraiture. Tzara’s text, with its nonsensical 
allusions and Dada anecdotes, suggested the sense of shock and surprise that Man Ray’s 
cameraless photographs elicited in early viewers. He declared: “The photographer has invented a 
new method: he presents to space an image that exceeds it, and the air, with its clenched fists and 
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superior intelligence, seizes it and holds it next to its heart.”118 Tzara’s evocative statements aptly 
described the inherent abstraction of Man Ray’s cameraless photographs of everyday objects; 
objects that appear to be suspended in air over the light sensitive paper, abstracted by the varying 
degrees of light that pass through and around them. He spoke of the unique character of light in 
these works: “Light varies according to how stunned the pupil is by the coldness of the paper, 
according to the weight of the light and the shock that it causes.”119 Man Ray’s subversive 
approach to photography, and his unwillingness to conform to conventions in either photography 
or painting, established cameraless photography’s place among the most radical Dada tactics.  
Like other Dada practices, the desire to make art from the stuff of everyday life, coupled 
with the desire to shock, to be new and modern, and, most importantly, to create new ways of 
producing art, brought the cameraless photograph into alignment with other important Dada 
contributions.120 For Tzara, the tireless Dada proselytizer and propagandist, Man Ray had quite 
literally turned photography upside down by removing the plate/paper from its vertical position 
in the camera, and shifting its axis to a horizontal position. Rather than a slavish representation 
of what was once in front of the camera, Man Ray’s new process captured instead what once 
touched the paper’s surface, thus providing an image whose truth lay in its ability to capture 
presence rather than appearance. This simple shift had turned photography on its head, bringing 
this new form of photography into alignment with painting.  
While Tzara’s essay spoke to the surprising otherworldly quality of Man Ray’s recent 
cameraless experiments, László Moholy-Nagy’s 1922 essay “Production—Reproduction,” 
published in the July 1922 issue of Theo van Doesburg’s avant-garde review De Stijl, spoke of 
                                                 
118 Ibid., 4. 
119 Ibid., 5.  
120 See, for example: Dickerman, Dada; Laxton, “Flou: Rayographs and the Dada Automatic.”  
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the medium’s theoretical possibilities (fig. 1-32).121 De Stijl, in its synthesis of De Stijl, Dada, 
Constructivism, and Surrealism, published a wide range of art and texts that cut across mediums 
and movements.122 Van Doesburg had moved to Weimar in 1921 in an effort to internationalize 
De Stijl. During this time, he was in communication with Moholy-Nagy, who had recently 
moved to Berlin and was then acting as a representative of the Hungarian publication MA 
(Today). “Production—Reproduction” posited the use of various reproductive mediums, 
including photography, or more specifically, the photographic plate, for the purposes of 
“production.” Although this early essay was speculative in nature—he may not have produced 
his first cameraless experiments at this time—it laid out his arguments for the productive use of 
photography.123 A profoundly important essay for the artist, it has also become a significant 
touchstone in the history of photography, signaling a shift in perception about the medium. The 
text dealt with photography on a theoretical level, positioning it not merely as the medium of the 
moment, but also as the medium of the future.124 Moholy-Nagy believed that photography, and 
                                                 
121 László Moholy-Nagy, “Produktion-Reproduktion,” De Stijl (Leiden) 5, no. 7 (July 1922): 98-100. Reprinted as 
“Production—Reproduction,” in Phillips, Photography in the Modern Era, 79-82. 
122 On De Stijl, see: Sascha Bru, “’The Will to Style’”; Carel Blotkamp, De Stijl: The Formative Years,  
1917-1922 (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1986); Carsten-Peter Warncke, De Stijl: 1917-1931 (Köln:  
Benedict-Taschen Verlag, 1994). 
123 See: Molderings, “Light Years of a Life”; Botar, Technical Detours; Hight, Picturing Modernism; and Neusüss, 
Das Fotogramm in Der Kunst Des 20. Jahrhunderts. 
124 Indeed, the notion that art should reflect the times was of the utmost import among such forward-thinking groups 
as the Hungarian group MA, with which Moholy-Nagy was affiliated in the early 1920s. The group released the 
following statement in their journal (MA) in August 1922: “The first task of artistic work is to demonstrate that an 
art which only expresses subjective psychic experience has lost its significance; art must fulfill the objective 
requirements of the times.” Lajos Kassák, et. al., “The Stand Taken by the Vienna MA Group Toward the First 
Düsseldorf Congress of Progressive Artists,” in Between Worlds, 400.  Originally published as “A bésci MA-csoport 
állásfoglása a haladó művészek elsö, Düsseldorfban tarlott kongresszusához,” MA vol. 8 (August 30, 1922). Similar 
pronouncements were made by Moholy-Nagy, Hans Arp, Raoul Hausmann, and Ivan Puni in their Manifesto of 
Elemental Art: 
 
To the artists of the world!  
We love bold invention, innovation in the arts.  Art is actually the consequence of all the forces of an era.  
We live in the present, and therefore we postulate the consequence of our era, in an art that cannot derive 
but from ourselves, one that did not exist before us and shall not be when we are gone—not as some 
changing fashion but out of the recognition that art is eternally new and does not stop at the consequences 
of the past. We commit ourselves to elemental art.  Art is elemental when, rather than philosophizing, it 
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other reproductive mediums, were only capable of moving forward if they were used 
productively to bring about new visual experiences.  
“Production—Reproduction” was the result of a series of conversations between Moholy-
Nagy and his wife Lucia Moholy. As suggested above, it is possible that Moholy-Nagy may have 
seen Paul Lindner’s 1920 book, Photographie ohne Kamera, and was inspired by the 
“productive” use of photography featured therein. However, it is also possible that he and Lucia 
Moholy were influenced by the work of a woman named Bertha Günther, whose cameraless 
botanical prints they may have seen at the Loheland Schule für Körperbildung, Landbau und 
Handwerk (Loheland School of Physical Education, Agriculture, and Handicrafts) during their 
summer vacation in the Rhön in 1922.125 Günther was a young student at the Loheland school 
who had been producing cameraless photographs of leaves and flowers on daylight printing-out 
paper since 1920.126 Whatever the impetus for their taking up of cameraless photography that 
fall, the essay “Production—Reproduction” makes clear that these ideas were already in their 
minds in the months before their first experiments.  
                                                 
constructs itself out if the elements that belong solely to it. . . . Permeated by the dynamism of our era, we 
proclaim through elemental art the innovations of our attitude, of our conscience by the sources of power 
constantly intersecting and constituting the spirit and the form of an epoch… 
 
Manifesto of Elemental Art, in Passuth, Moholy-Nagy, 286. Originally published as: “Aufruf sur elementaren 
Kunst,” De Stijl no. 10 (1921): 156. 
125 Herbert Molderings has suggested the possible influence of Lindner’s book on Moholy-Nagy’s early cameraless 
experiments in his essay, "Light Years of a Life: The Photogram in the Aesthetic of László Moholy-Nagy." On the 
influence of the woman from Loheland, Bertha Günther, see: Botar, Technical Detours: The Early Moholy-Nagy 
Reconsidered; Molderings "Laszlo Moholy-Nagy und Die Neuerfindung Des Fotogramms"; and Eckhardt Köhn, 
“Laszlo Moholy-Nagys Loheländerin: Bertha Günther and Ihre Fotogramme,” in Lichtbildwerkstatt Loheland: 
Fotografien 1919-1939, eds. Iris Fischer and Eckhardt Köhn (Fulda, Germany: Vonderau Museum Fulda, 2004), 41-
44. On Loheland and the cameraless photographs of Bertha Günther, see: Louise Langgard, “Loheland,” 
Künstlerische Körperschulung, 3. Aufl. (1926): 54-60; and Fischer and Köhn, Lichtbildwerkstatt Loheland: 
Fotografien 1919-1939.  
126 Loheland was a Lebensreform-oriented school where women were trained in gymnastics, as well as other courses 
that included weaving, joinery, woodworking, basket-weaving, horticulture, and agriculture. The school also 
included a series of craft workshops, which would later include photography.  
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Fundamental to Moholy-Nagy’s argument in “Production—Reproduction” was the 
emphasis on the role of art and creative activity in developing our sensory faculties to their 
fullest extent to effect change in society.127 This was important because he believed that human 
sensory perception was not adequately prepared for comprehending a rapidly changing 
technologized world.  
Man is the synthesis of all his sensory faculties, i.e., at any given stage he is most perfect 
when his constituent faculties are developed to the limit of their potential—the cells just 
as much as the most complicated organs. . . Art is instrumental in this development—and 
this is one of the most important roles art has to play, since functioning as human totality 
depends on developing the senses to their fullest extent—for art attempts to create new 
relationships between familiar and as yet unfamiliar data, optical, acoustic or whatever, 
and forces us to take it all in through our sensory equipment. It is the nature of human 
existence that the senses are insatiable, that they reach out for more new experience every 
time they take something in. This is the reason for the perpetual need for new modes of 
creativity. From this point of view creative endeavors are only valid if they produce new, 
as yet unfamiliar relationships.128  
 
In order to expand sensory perception, Moholy-Nagy argued that mediums typically used for 
reproduction—photography, film, and sound recording—should be used productively by 
utilizing their inherent characteristics. In so doing, the viewer or listener would be able to see and 
hear in new ways, thereby expanding their senses and bringing them into alignment with the 
modern world. In the case of photography, Moholy-Nagy suggested that light and the sensitive 
plate could be used independently of the camera. The emphasis on a medium’s inherent 
characteristics was suggestive of the Constructivist principle of faktura—the conscious handling 
of materials and surface.129 And indeed, Moholy-Nagy would further articulate photography’s 
faktura in future essays. For Moholy-Nagy, photography, and by extension cameraless 
                                                 
127 For an in depth reading of “Production—Reproduction,” see: Oliver Botar, Sensing the Future: Moholy-Nagy, 
Media and the Arts (Zurich, Switzerland: Lars Müller Publishers, 2014); and Molderings, “Light Years of a Life.”  
128 Moholy-Nagy, “Production—Reproduction,” 79-80. 
129 Hight, Picturing Modernism, 59-60. Andreas Haus has also discussed the importance of Faktura in his book on 
Moholy-Nagy’s photography, see: Haus, Moholy-Nagy: Photographs and Photograms.  
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photography, should be used as a method for expanding vision (and other constituent faculties), 
thus prompting photography to keep pace with the demands of the modern world. Much as the 
X-ray had expanded vision by exposing what existed beneath the surface, and therefore beyond 
vision, cameraless photography was similarly capable of producing “new, as yet unfamiliar 
relationships.”130 By making productive use of the sensitive plate to capture the light effects 
produced by mirrors and lenses, cameraless photography could bring about new relationships 
and new ways of seeing.131 Its use was therefore in keeping with Moholy-Nagy’s utopian views 
about art’s capacity to initiate positive change in society.132  
With the theoretical basis for cameraless photography established, Moholy-Nagy and 
Lucia Moholy put their ideas into practice in the months that followed. What was merely hinted 
at in “Production—Reproduction” was expanded upon and further articulated in his essay 
“Light—A Medium of Plastic Expression,” which appeared in the pages of Broom in early 1923. 
The essay emphasized the importance of light and the possibilities of using it in a sovereign 
manner to produce works of art. These early writings were among his most important because 
they articulated a new approach that positioned light and the sensitive plate as the true locus of 
photography. Throughout the 1920s Moholy-Nagy would build on these ideas in his subsequent 
writing on photography and related media.  
 
6. Cameraless Photography and the Development of a Modern Photographic Idiom 
                                                 
130 Moholy-Nagy, “Production—Reproduction,” 80. Interestingly, Moholy-Nagy references X-ray photography as 
an important precedent to the kind of experimentation he is suggesting with the photographic plate.  
131 For more on the influence of science on Moholy-Nagy’s photographic work, see: Botar, “László Moholy-Nagy’s 
New Vision.” 
132 See: Molderings, “Light Years of a Life”; Hight, Picturing Modernism; Haus, Moholy-Nagy: Photographs and 
Photograms; and Neussüs, Das Fotogramm. 
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Varied pronouncements and illustrations of invention dominated the early years of 
cameraless photography’s resurgence. While many of these writings were poetic in nature, 
reveling in this “new” medium but still somewhat unsure of what to make of it, they all shared an 
overwhelming disdain for the past and a belief that these works had opened a door, to what they 
could not know. Essays published in 1922 and 1923 by Moholy-Nagy and Karel Teige posited 
cameraless photography as the much-needed first step in the development of a modern 
photographic idiom. As artists and writers, Teige and Moholy-Nagy were known as much for 
their polemics as for their art. In their early essays on photography, the two attempted to define 
photography’s usefulness for the modern world—a world changed by war and the dizzying 
advancements in science and technology. Both men hailed from Central Europe—
Czechoslovakia and Hungary, respectively—where they were influenced, each in their own way, 
by the utopianism that characterized the forward-thinking art groups of the interwar period (such 
as Hungarian Activism, Devětsil, and Constructivism). This influence left each of them with the 
profound belief that art should be useful for society, not merely a reflection of it. Their thinking 
about photography, with and without a camera, was therefore central to this larger belief. 
Teige’s essay “Foto Kino Film,” published in the 1922 Devětsil anthology Život: Sborník 
Nové Krásy (Life: An Anthology of the New Beauty), was an early example of his ideas on “new 
media.” Published a few months after Moholy-Nagy’s “Production—Reproduction,” Teige’s 
expansive essay highlighted Man Ray’s work and addressed the importance of photography and 
film as the new democratic mediums of the future (fig. 1-33).133 His discussion of photography 
                                                 
133 In 1920, Teige and other like-minded artists formed the Devětsil Artistic Union, which advocated a culture of 
everyday life that was exemplified in the ‘poetist’ picture-poems, a form of photomontage. According to Matthew 
Witkovsky, as early as 1922, Teige “articulated a general theory of art and life…under the twin headings of 
Constructivism…and Poetism” where “Constructivism meant purposeful creative work, unburdened by aesthetics, 
historicism, or individual sentiment, while Poetism was an emancipatory state of creative play.” Matthew 
Witkovsky, “Karel Teige: Construction, Poetry, Jazz,” 100. Teige was primarily concerned with the integration of 
art and life, which was born out in his many essays on art, photography, film, typography, literature, and 
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focused specifically on two important aspects of photographic production: documentary 
photography, as seen in illustrated magazines and newspapers, and the cameraless and other 
expressive photographs by Man Ray. Despite the shared utopianism of Teige and Moholy-Nagy, 
it was the cameraless photographs of Man Ray that were the basis for his views on photography. 
Teige’s interest in Man Ray was spurred during a trip to Paris where he viewed images from 
Man Ray’s recently produced portfolio, Les Champs délicieux.134 In a section of the essay titled 
“The Case of Man Ray,” Teige stated what others merely suggested.135   
[P]hotography has liberated painting by freeing it from the yoke of naturalism. In turn, 
Man Ray’s discoveries, inventions, and works are liberating photography from the 
decadence of “artistic photography” that has set in. They liberate it from the prevailing 
form of “artistic” photography (i.e., impressionism) by simply eliminating it. Through 
photography, they create a truly surrealistic art that, according to Apollinaire, begins 
precisely where imitation ends. Whereas painting, freed from the dangerous elements of 
naturalism, is now returning to reality, from abstraction to the concrete, the photography 
of Man Ray, freed from the allure of Whistlerian idiom, is approaching the formal play of 
Picasso, Braque, and Gris.136 
 
The independence of Man Ray’s discovery from other forms of photography transformed it, in 
Teige’s words, into a “pure art form” that no longer needed to refer to anything other than itself. 
In so doing, he introduced a new form of photography “that is truly visual, that is truly art, that 
almost ceases to be photography and becomes something akin to painting and graphic art . . .  
                                                 
architecture.  For additional information on Karel Teige see: Eric Dluhosch and Rostislav Svacha, eds., Karel Teige / 
1900-1951: L’Enfant Terrible of the Czech Modernist Avant-Garde (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 1999); 
Esther Levinger, “Karel Teige on Cinema and Utopia,” Slavic and East European Journal 48, No. 2 (2004): 247-
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(Winter, 2008): 821-839. 
134 For more information on Teige’s trips to Paris and his relationships with other avant-garde artists, see: Matthew 
Witkovsky, “Karel Teige: Construction, Poetry, Jazz,” and Dluhosch, Karel Teige / 1900-1951. 
135 Karel Teige, "Photo, Cinema, Film," in Cinema All the Time: An Anthology of Czech Film Theory and Criticism, 
1908-1939, ed. Jaroslav Andel (Ann Arbor, Michigan: National Film Archive in cooperation with Michigan Slavic 
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Here, photography gains its own independent and competent language” (fig. 1-34).137 While 
Teige suggested that Man Ray’s photographs were akin to recent trends in painting, he also 
believed that the cameraless photographs, in attaining their own independent language, had 
surpassed them. He spoke of the cameraless photographs as “‘direct’ photographs . . . objects in 
and of themselves, picture poems. The application of this photographic method, utilized in 
science, has the tonal values of aquatints, gentle gradations almost unachievable in graphic art. It 
is in places almost phantasmagorical.”138 For Teige, Man Ray’s cameraless works brought 
together the aspects of Constructivism and Poetism that he had been cultivating in his own work 
in the early 1920s: namely, the rejection of academicism, unbridled creative play, and an artistic 
approach (via the technological medium of photography) appropriate to the times. The 
suggestion that Man Ray looked to science for the creation of a new art form was almost 
certainly related to Teige’s interest in new mediums and the integration of art and life. Indeed, 
the turn to science and technology was one way that artists could produce work that reflected the 
modern world and the steady stream of inventions and discoveries that were a part of their lived 
experience.  
Teige’s writing on Man Ray’s cameraless photographs introduced the artists of the 
Central European avant-gardes to a new, abstract approach to the technological medium of 
photography that successfully bypassed the latest trends in painting and photography.139 Unlike 
abstract painting, which still relied on traditional bourgeois notions of art making, this new 
cameraless method abandoned the established tropes to make use of the basic elements of 
                                                 
137 Ibid., 132. 
138 Ibid. 
139 Man Ray, perhaps more than any other artist working with photography in the 1920s, was a powerful influence 
for the artists of the Central European avant-garde, which started with Teige’s essay. For more on this, see: Antonín 
Dufek, “Man Ray et la photographie tchèque,” in Prague 1900-1938: Capitale secrète des avant-gardes (Dijon: 
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75 
 
photography: the action of light on a sensitive surface. The use of the latest papers and electric 
light ensured that these works would be understood as an expression of the technological. Teige 
therefore positioned cameraless photography as a watershed moment for the future of 
photography as a modern art form. Man Ray, for his part, succeeded in providing photography 
with its own autonomous language; a language that would be honed and refined in the years that 
followed.  
  Moholy-Nagy’s essay, “Light—A Medium of Plastic Expression,” was published in the 
pages of Broom in March of 1923, along with several cameraless experiments that illustrated the 
use of light as a medium of creative expression.140 As previously mentioned, Broom included 
four examples by Moholy-Nagy, and four examples by Man Ray, thus demonstrating the varied 
artistic possibilities of the medium (figs. 1-17, 1-18, 1-19, and 1-21). The examples by Man Ray 
were semi-abstract works that exhibited his penchant for recognizable, everyday objects, 
whereas Moholy-Nagy’s work illustrated his ongoing interest in geometric abstraction, the use of 
overlapping planes, and the effects of light and transparency. Although his essay from the 
previous summer dealt with the theoretical possibilities of using light and the sensitive plate to 
make photography productive, in “Light—A Medium of Plastic Expression” he further suggested 
that the sensitive plate (whether glass, metal or paper) had always been “subjected to the 
demands of the camera obscura,” and was therefore never sufficiently tested on its own.141 He 
argued that if the plate had been properly utilized, certain imperceptible phenomena would have 
been brought to light, thus expanding human vision, which for Moholy-Nagy, was key to 
                                                 
140 See pages 38 and 46 for a discussion of Broom and the context in which they published cameraless photography. 
Moholy-Nagy, “Light—A Medium of Plastic Expression,” Broom (March 1923): 283-284. 
141 Ibid., 283. 
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photography’s future possibilities.142 Here, for the first time, he addressed the issue of light as a 
medium unto itself, rather than as merely an effect.  
He believed that light could be visualized in new ways by utilizing photography for static 
images, and film for capturing light in motion. Photography could be used either with a camera, 
making use of lenses and mirrors, or without a camera, as a means of eliminating traditional 
perspective. Ultimately this new operation “leads to the possibility of ‘light-composition,’ 
whereby light could be controlled as a new plastic medium, just as color in painting and tone in 
music.”143 The cameraless photograph facilitated the capture of light effects on the sensitive plate 
that could be created and manipulated by lenses and mirrors, or by mediating agents like water, 
oil, acids, crystal, metal, glass, and tissue. For Moholy-Nagy, cameraless photography was 
innovative because it made productive use of photography, but also because it rejected the 
traditional perspective typically imposed by the camera’s lens or the painter’s brush. By shifting 
the focus to photography’s constituent parts, light and the sensitive plate, Moholy-Nagy 
conceived of an approach to photography that was purely photographic. The cameraless 
photograph was not subordinated to the camera’s lens and could therefore produce new ways of 
seeing. Moholy-Nagy believed that if the modern, technologized world was to be understood, it 
must be recognized as such. Thus, it was imperative to expand one’s sensory faculties to their 
fullest. In this new “productive” approach to visualizing the world, he articulated a path forward 
for creative photography.  
The interest in light that characterized Moholy-Nagy’s 1923 essay in Broom was also 
shared by Man Ray, who declared just after his 1922 discovery: “I have finally freed myself 
                                                 
142 These ideas were discussed in some detail in “Production—Reproduction.” See pages 67-71 for a detailed 
discussion.   
143 Teige, “Photo, Cinema, Fim,” 284. 
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from the sticky medium of paint, and am working directly with light itself.”144 Like Moholy-
Nagy, Man Ray spoke of his desire to use light as painters use paint. While Man Ray was less 
concerned with the theoretical implications of cameraless photography, he was just as eager to 
abandon traditional perspective in favor of working directly with light. By the time the Broom 
issue appeared in 1923, Man Ray’s cameraless photographs had been reproduced in a range of 
publications. But the Broom issue marked the first time that his work appeared alongside another 
of cameraless photography’s inventors, and while the differences were clear, the images together 
illustrated the dawning of a new day in modern photography. The Broom images proved, even at 
this early stage, that this new photographic form could illustrate just as effectively the Dada 
irreverence of Man Ray as it did the Constructivist-inspired ideas of Moholy-Nagy.  
 
Conclusion 
The years between 1920 and 1923 were characterized by pronouncements of anteriority, 
demands for new methods, and pleas for (cameraless) photography’s future. The essays by 
Moholy-Nagy and Teige, full of theoretical justifications, marked a turning point in the writing 
about photography. In both cases, photography was taken on its own terms, as a medium worthy 
of experimentation and theoretical discussion. Although other writings were largely concerned 
with coming to terms with cameraless photography as a new “invention” and what it might mean 
and for whom, there was an overriding belief among them that photography had been invented 
anew and might finally replace even the most radical painting. The desire to define, characterize, 
visualize, and disseminate, would continue at a dizzying pace over the next three years, when the 
process was adopted at last by mainstream photography publications, thus indicating its 
                                                 
144 From a letter dated April 25, 1922, reprinted in: Manford, Man Ray: Champs Délicieux, 18. 
78 
 
acceptance not only as an art form, but also as a viable pursuit for the trained photographer and 
amateurs alike. While these early years were dominated by art journals, and ”little magazines,” 
the years that followed saw a dramatic increase in cameraless photography’s presence in other 
kinds of publications—illustrated newspapers, photography magazines, newly established art 
journals, and books. By the mid-1920s, the approach to writing about cameraless photography 
shifted as well. With the medium’s invention documented in print, publications set out to codify 
it as a new art form with wide-ranging potential for interwar artists.  
Furthermore, with Moholy-Nagy’s appointment at the Bauhaus, cameraless photography 
took on a new prominence. His experimentation increased dramatically with access to a proper 
darkroom, and in the preliminary course, where he used cameraless photography as a 
pedagogical tool. All of this, coupled with his role as co-editor of the Bauhausbücher series, 
gave cameraless photography a new visibility, one that was highlighted in his 1925 book, 
Malerei Photographie Film. The mid-1920s also saw the rise of Surrealism and the continued 
fascination with Man Ray’s cameraless photography, which, after the founding of Surrealism in 
1924, was viewed as Surrealist avant la lettre. Attempts to position cameraless photography vis-
à-vis emerging and established discourses around Surrealism, Constructivism, the Bauhaus, 
abstraction, technology, photography, and film, took on a new urgency in the middle of the 
decade. It owed its prominence in the mid-1920s to the excited early pronouncements about the 
medium’s “re-invention” in the years between 1920 and 1923. As a new creative medium with 
the potential to rival painting, cameraless photography was poised at last to bring photography 
into the realm of modern art by proving that it could, in fact, be modern. The radical proposition 
initiated by the artists and critics of the early 1920s paved the way for its acceptance as as an art 
form with wide-ranging possibilities.  
79 
 
Chapter II: Situating Cameraless Photography: 1924–26     
The discourse surrounding cameraless photography in the years between 1924 and 1926 
initiated a new way of thinking about photography and its importance for the modern world. It 
contributed in meaningful ways to the emergence of what would come to be known as the “new 
photography.”1 With cameraless photography’s “invention” registered, the question of how the 
new medium would be used, by whom, and for what purposes, took on a new urgency. These are 
the questions that the publications of the mid-1920s began to address. The narrative surrounding 
cameraless photography began to shift in significant ways in the middle years of the 1920s, from 
a need to identify to a need to codify. In the years between 1924 and 1926 interest in cameraless 
photography intensified with a wave of new writings by artists, critics, and photographers who 
approached the medium from a variety of perspectives that were no longer tied to specific artists 
or movements. It came to be used as a form of evidence in the furtherance of new and emerging 
discourses around the role of technology in art, art and/as revolution, abstraction, art 
photography, and the cinema(tic). The writers who entered the fray were instrumental in 
expanding the medium’s narrative by articulating cameraless photography’s relevance as a new 
creative process with an expanding role in art and society. In a range of publications that 
included “little magazines,” artist journals, newspapers, and books, cameraless photography was 
reproduced and discussed as a radical new art form, for which the possibilities were still to be 
defined, but seemingly endless.  
                                                 
1 “New photography” was the term used to refer to the broad range of photographic practices that emerged in 
different countries at approximately the same time, all of which sought to explore the photography’s untapped 
potential through the use of unconventional techniques with and without a camera, including cameraless 
photography, photomontage, negative printing, combination printing, and the use of often disorienting viewpoints—
from above, from below, etc. The “new photography” also came to encompass the New Vision and New 
Objectivity—two tendencies often linked to modernist photography—as well as an emphasis on writing and 
teaching, thus also initiating a new art historical approach to photography. This will be discussed in greater detail in 
Chapter III. For more on the origins of the “new photography,” see: Witkovsky, Foto: Modernity in Central Europe, 
1918-1945; Phillips, “Resurrecting Vision,” in The New Vision, 60-108.   
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Not surprisingly, cameraless photography became something of a blank slate (or plate), 
upon which artists and theorists placed their hopes for the future. Indeed, the medium was 
uniquely suited to experimentation and the production of new forms—forms that were as adept at 
evoking the internal revolution of the Surrealists, as they were of evoking the utopian goals of 
the Constructivists. After all, cameraless photography was both abstract—in that it was 
dematerialized—and concrete, in that it was a direct representation of a specific moment in time. 
Surrealism, Constructivism, De Stijl, the Bauhaus, Ma, Devětsil, and others, were articulating an 
evolving relationship to photography, and cameraless photography was at the forefront of their 
thinking about photography’s possibilities. By the mid-1920s, artists, critics, theorists, and 
photographers alike converged around the rediscovered medium as way of initiating a dialogue 
about photography’s future.  
Artists were interested in the revolutionary possibilities of cameraless photography, but 
they were also drawn to its rejection of what many perceived as outmoded traditions in painting 
and photography. Theirs was a shared rejection of the past to embrace the new—new ideas, new 
technologies, new methods, and new materials. Ironically, the past was never entirely done away 
with, rather it was repurposed for the sake of moving art, architecture, and literature forward into 
the future. Cameraless photography is an excellent example of this repurposing—it took from the 
past and brought photography into the future.  
The centrality of Man Ray, Moholy-Nagy, and Lissitzky to the discourse on cameraless 
photography has continued nearly unimpeded to the present day. But this chapter focuses 
specifically on the dissemination and articulation of their cameraless experiments in print in the 
years between 1924 and 1926 and how these examples fit within, and perhaps also determine, the 
larger narrative of cameraless photography in the 1920s. The publications that featured and 
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discussed the work of Man Ray, Moholy-Nagy, and El Lissitzky, provide important social, 
political, and artistic contexts to work that has otherwise been conditioned by their respective 
biographies. By focusing on how and where cameraless photography was discussed and 
reproduced in the years between 1924 and 1926, other themes and alignments emerge; 
alignments that can be viewed and understood outside the confines of individual biographies and 
artistic movements. These themes included the role of technology in art, art and/as revolution, 
abstraction, art photography, and the cinema(tic). 
In the mid-1920s, “little magazines” and artist journals continued to feature cameraless 
photography in their pages.2 These publications wielded significant influence in Paris and Berlin, 
the centers of cameraless activity during this period, but their influence was felt internationally. 
They were circulated widely among avant-garde artists and critics and were often advertised in 
the back pages of their publications. By the mid-1920s cameraless photography expanded its 
reach beyond a handful of “little magazines” to include a variety of publications that catered to a 
wider audience, including fashion magazines, art and photography magazines, as well as art 
books and annuals. As in the previous chapter, the intersection between popular and avant-garde 
publications vis-à-vis cameraless photography continued. Articles and reproductions appeared in 
radical avant-garde journals like La Révolution Surréaliste, G, Merz, and De Stijl, at 
approximatey the same time that they were appearing in popular fashion magazines like Vogue. 
This is important because it reveals the diversity of approaches to creating, reading, and 
disseminating cameraless photographs. Interestingly, in terms of their status as art, cameraless 
photographs were given the same weight in popular magazines as they were in avant-garde 
publications. Vogue, which reproduced cameraless photographs by Man Ray, positioned the 
                                                 
2 See Chapter I, pages 37-42 for a detailed discussion of “little magazines” and artist journals.  
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work in the context of abstraction, and thus, as art. Set apart from the advertising and fashion 
photographs that dominated the pages of fashion magazines, Vogue, like Vanity Fair before it, 
featured illustrated essays that were consistent with their treatment of modern art. The audience 
for these publications varied widely, from the general public to those with a more or less 
specialized interest in art and photography. This newly expanded audience for cameraless 
photography ushered in a period of increased awareness about the medium and its possibilities.  
 In addition to Moholy-Nagy, the key artist-critics actively engaged in writing about 
cameraless photography were Hans Richter, Karel Teige, Erwin Quedenfeldt, René Crevel, 
Georges Ribemont-Dessaignes, Max Morise, and Vilém Santholzer. Also important were critics 
Harold Loeb, Ernő Kállai, Alfréd Kémeny, Will Grohmann, and Clive Bell, each of whom wrote 
about or reproduced cameraless photography. The ideas espoused in their writings were as 
different as the writers themselves. While an overarching concern for the new was a common 
thread in almost all the writing from this period—whether in Surrealism, Constructivism, the 
Bauhaus, or Devětsil—other consistent themes regarding art’s relationship to technology, 
abstraction, film, and revolution emerged as well. The ideas brought forward by cameraless 
photography make clear that it was never the exclusive domain of any one movement or 
individual, but was, in fact, a much more far-reaching phenomenon with lasting consequences 
for art and photography. 
 The artists at issue in the publications from this period did not change dramatically in the 
mid-1920s. While Man Ray, Moholy-Nagy, and Lissitzky were the primary figures in cameraless 
photography’s unfolding narrative, others emerged during this period as well. Photographers 
Heinrich Spaemann and Karl Straub in Germany, former students at the Bauhaus, and Russian 
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Constructivist Varvara Stepanova, were also experimenting with cameraless photography.3 
Interestingly, the work of Man Ray, Moholy-Nagy, and Lissitzky rarely appeared in the same 
publication at the same time. It could be assumed that French and Anglo publications were more 
familiar with Man Ray’s work, and German and Central European publications more familiar 
with Moholy-Nagy. But even this hypothesis is easily disproven. Man Ray appeared in Surrealist 
and Surrealist-influenced publications in Paris, but he also appeared in Das Kunstblatt, Jahrbuch 
der jungen Kunst, Pásmo, G, De Stijl, and Merz. Moholy-Nagy, on the other hand, appeared 
exclusively in Central European publications during this period.4 While the presence of Man Ray 
and Moholy-Nagy remained dominant in the publications, the conversation was increasingly 
focused on the specificities of cameraless photography and what it meant for the modern world, 
rather than on the artists who made them.  
Despite the early interest in naming, a definitive name remained elusive as late as 1924 
and the process was still known by many different terms.5 Few used Man Ray’s “Rayograph” to 
describe cameraless photographs during this period. Instead, they were most often referred to as 
“Photographie” (photography), “Photographie ohne Kamera” (photography without a camera), or 
“Schattenbilder” (shadow pictures). Moholy-Nagy made his contribution to the history of 
naming in his 1925 book Malerei Photographie Film (Painting, Photography, Film), conferring 
                                                 
3 Spaemann and Straub were both students at the Bauhaus during Moholy-Nagy’s tenure and likely took his 
preliminary course. Hans Maria Wingler’s book, The Bauhaus, includes a roster of former students and Heinrich 
Spaemann and Karl Straub were among them. See: Hans Maria Wingler, The Bauhaus, trans. Wolgang Jabs and 
Basil Gilbert (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1978), 615-21.  
4 Moholy-Nagy’s work did not appear in French publications until 1927, however, familiarity with his work 
increased at the end of the decade and he published several essays and cameraless photographs in French magazines 
that year. 
5 Cameraless photography was variously termed: “Photographie ohne Kamera” (photography without a camera), 
“direkte Photographie ohne Kamera” (direct photography without a camera), “kameralos aufnahme” (camera-less 
photograph), “photographie” (photography), “photo-mechanische constructie” (photo-mechanical construction), 
“photogramm” (photogram), “darkroom studies,” “photography without the use of objectif or camera,” or “studies in 
black and white.” 
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upon cameraless photography the definitive name “Photogramm” (photogram), by which the 
process was known for many years.6 While he was not responsible for the introduction of the 
term, he was responsible for its repurposing.7 For Moholy-Nagy, the term “Photogram” held a 
decidedly technological set of associations. In a 1935 letter to Walter Gropius, Moholy-Nagy 
suggested that the name “Photogramm” came to him by way of analogy to another nineteenth-
century technological invention, the “Telegramm” (telegram), which allowed for the automatic 
transmission of messages.8 With all of this in mind, it is perhaps not surprising that even as late 
as 1926 cameraless photography continued to be called by many names.9 
The list of publications that highlighted cameraless photography in the mid-1920s 
includes some of the most significant avant-garde journals of the period: De Stijl (Netherlands)10, 
Merz (Hanover, Germany), G (Berlin), Das Kunstblatt (Weimar, Germany), Jahrbuch der jungen 
Kunst (Leipzig, Germany), La Révolution Surréaliste (Paris), Pásmo (Brno, Czechoslovakia), 
                                                 
6 Although newly designated by Moholy-Nagy, the term “photogram” was not, in fact, new. It was used in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to describe a range of “scientifically authentic pictures,” often in scientific 
journals, it was the term used by Paul Lindner to describe cameraless photography (“Schattenbildphotogramme” or 
shadow picture photograms) in his 1920 book Photographie ohne Kamera (Photography without a Camera), and 
finally, it was used as a general term for photographs in the photographic annual Photograms of the Year (1895-
1940). See: Haus, Moholy-Nagy: Photographs and Photograms. For Moholy-Nagy’s articulation of the newly 
named “photogram,” see: László Moholy-Nagy, “Photographie ohne Kamera: Das Photogramm,” in Malerei 
Photographie Film, Bauhausbücher, no. 8 (Munich: Albert Langen Verlag, 1925), 25.  
7 By 1926, however, Moholy-Nagy changed the spelling from “photogramm” to “fotogramm,” which was more in 
keeping with progressive ideas about making German script (and typography) more efficient. The change in spelling 
was reflected in the second revised edition of his book published in 1927 with the more modern title Malerei 
Fotografie Film. See: László Moholy-Nagy, Malerei Fotografie Film (Munich: Albert Langen, 1927). The change 
in spelling is evident in Moholy-Nagy’s 1926 essay, “Fotoplastische Reklame,” See: László Moholy-Nagy, 
“Fotoplastische Reklame,” Offset. Buch und Werbekunst, heft 7 (1926): 386-394.  
8 For more on Moholy-Nagy’s use of the term “photogram,” see: Molderings, "Light Years of a Life: The 
Photogram in the Aesthetic of László Moholy-Nagy." 
9 In the writings that are the focus of this chapter, there was no reference to Talbot’s photogenic drawings. 
10 De Stijl (1917-1932), the Dutch magazine dedicated to abstract art, engaged early on in debates surrounding 
cameraless photography with its inclusion of Moholy-Nagy’s essay “Production—Reproduction” in 1922. But the 
magazine, with Theo van Doesburg at the helm, did not actively promote the medium in the years between 1924-
1926. Van Doesburg included a single cameraless photograph by Man Ray in 1924 with provocative title “Photo-
Mecanische Constructie.” The magazine engaged with and attempted to synthesize ideas from Constructivism, 
Futurism, Dada, and Surrealism, which is likely what attracted van Doesburg to cameraless work as a form of 
technologized abstraction. For more on De Stijl, see: Sascha Bru, “’The Will to Style’.” 
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and Disk (Prague, Czechoslovakia). Also included were more broadly focused ”little magazines,” 
Les Feuilles Libres, L’Art Vivant, Les Cahiers du Mois, and The Transatlantic Review, all of 
which were published in Paris. Photography magazines, including the Polish amateur magazine 
Światłocień and the German magazines Photofreund and Photographie für Alle, took on new 
importance in this period. Fashion magazines and weeklies like Vogue (London and Paris) and 
Bonniers Veckotidning (Stockholm, Sweden) expanded their focus from fashion and lifestyle 
stories to include writing on the latest trends in art and literature. The introduction of the 
Bauhausbücher (Bauhaus Books) series in 1925 brought the latest developments in 
contemporary art, and the work of the Bauhaus students and masters, to a wider audience. The 
emphasis on innovative typography and graphic design at the Bauhaus and elsewhere brought 
with it specialized magazines like Qualität (Dessau) and Offset. Buch und Werbekunst (Leipzig). 
The inclusion of cameraless photography in such a wide range of publications in the mid-1920s 
succeeded in expanding the medium’s reach at a moment when the possibilities of photography 
as a modern art form had yet to be fully realized.  
Perhaps the most important venues for cameraless photography during the 1920s were the 
artist journals published by prominent members of the interwar avant-garde. Their journals were 
a testing ground for experimental ideas and work, work that consistently pushed the boundaries 
in art, literature, film, music, and architecture. The Czech publications Disk and Pásmo [Zone], 
the primary mouthpieces (along with ReD) of the Devětsil movement, celebrated cameraless 
photography as part of their commitment to photography as a democratic art form. With Karel 
Teige at the helm, the group sought to break with the past, reject “capitalist art,” and create a 
new proletarian art based in class consciousness and popular forms—film, theatre, comedy, 
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sport, and dime-store novels.11 Through its publications and visits from Russian and European 
artists for conferences, the Devětsil group was in contact throughout its existence with an 
international group of artists.12 Teige’s interest in photography, and cameraless photography in 
particular, made Devětsil’s publications a significant resource for those interested in new media 
and its potential to transform society through the integration of art and life.  
 Cameraless photography’s role in discussions surrounding the transformation of 
Constructivism and constructive art played out in the pages of Hans Richter’s short-lived but 
influential magazine G: Material für Elementaren Gestaltung (1923–26).13 G included artwork 
and writings by many prominent figures of the interwar avant-garde, effectively cutting across 
Dadaism, Expressionism, Futurism, Constructivism, and De Stijl.14 In the broadest sense, G 
represented the beliefs of the International Faction of Constructivists who resolved to begin 
again by returning to the most elementary and basic concepts (in art) in order to construct 
something entirely innovative. Although G represented the collaborative spirit of progressive 
artists working in the 1920s, it also represented, just as forcefully, the factions that emerged from 
                                                 
11 Long a cultural center, Prague was a crossroads in the early twentieth century and Czech culture was, not 
surprisingly, international in its outlook, assimilating influences from Central Europe, Soviet Russia, and even the 
United States. See, for example: Timothy Benson, Central European Avant-Gardes: Exchange and Transformation, 
1910-1930 (Los Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum of Art in association with The MIT Press, 2002); Vladimír 
Birgus, Czech Photographic Avant-Garde, 1918-1948 (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2002); Witkovsky, Foto: 
Modernity in Central Europe, 1918-1945; František Šmejkal, and Rostislav Švácha, The Czech Avant-Garde of the 
1920s and 30s (Oxford, UK: Museum of Modern Art, 1990). For more on Czech interwar magazines, see: Nicholas 
Sawicki, “The View From Prague: Moderní revue (1894-1925); Volné smĕry (1896-1949); Umĕlecký měsíčník 
(1911-1914); Revoluční sborník Devětsil (1922); Život (1922); Disk (1923-1925); Pásmo (1924-6); and ReD (1927-
1931),” in The Oxford Critical and Cultural History of Modernist Magazines, Volume 3, 1074-1098.  
12 These included representatives of Constructivism, the Hungarian Ma group, the Yugoslavian publication Zenit, 
Surrealism, and van Doesburg for De Stijl. 
13 Van Doesburg first suggested G as a magazine to advertise the experimental films of Richter and Viking 
Eggeling. For more on G, see: Stephen Bury, “’Not to Adorn Life but to Organize It’: Veshch. Gegenstand. Objet: 
Revue international de l’art modern (1922) and G (1923-1926)” in The Oxford Critical and Cultural History of 
Modernist Magazines, Volume 3, 855-867; and Mertins and Jennings, G: An Avant-Garde Journal of Art. 
14 The artists and critics who published work in G included, El Lissitzky (a collaborator, along with van Doesburg 
and Werner Gräff, in the design and content of the magazine), Mies van der Rohe, Raoul Hausmann, Hans Arp, Kurt 
Schwitters, Piet Mondrian, Viking Eggeling, Naum Gabo, Antoine Pevsner, Tristan Tzara, Man Ray, Walter 
Benjamin, and others. 
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conflicting ideologies, particularly those of the G group and the Hungarian émigrés. Artistic 
alignments aside, the inclusion of cameraless photography was indicative of G’s larger concern 
for the constructive method and an emphasis on materials and process.  
 The sort of cross-fertilization that characterized G was also found in the pages of Kurt 
Schwitters’s magazine Merz (1923–32).15 As previously discussed, Merz synthesized ideas from 
various strains of Dada, De Stijl, and Constructivism, while also reflecting his very personal 
aesthetic. Schwitters’ interest in cameraless photography reflected his interest in experimental 
forms and processes, which could be thought of as the photographic equivalent to his Merz 
collages in their building up of the image and breaking down the boundaries of traditional art 
making. Merz, Disk, Pásmo, and G shared a similar concern for internationalism, cross-
fertilization, and a search for art forms that reflected the modern, technologized world. These 
shared concerns led to their celebration of cameraless photography. 
 Cameraless photography had an entirely different significance for André Breton’s 
magazine La Révolution surréaliste, the first mouthpiece of Surrealism (1924–29).16 Like their 
avant-garde counterparts, the Surrealists sought out innovative methods and forms, but their 
means of achieving them were not based on utopian ideas about a socially productive art, rather, 
                                                 
15 For an expanded discussion of Merz, see Chapter I, page 39. 
16 La Révolution Surréaliste was never published regularly, eight issues appeared between 1924 and 1926, but only 
one issue appeared over the next three years. Its circulation was over one thousand by its final year, which is a clear 
indication that it was reaching a broader audience. The magazine’s primary contributors were Surrealists, many of 
whom were former Dadaists centered around Breton and his journal Littérature: André Masson, Max Morise, 
Soupault, Louis Aragon, Paul Éluard, Robert Desnos, Ribemont-Dessaignes, and others. Although most of 
Surrealism’s founding members were poets rather than artists, La Révolution surréaliste took its format not from a 
literary magazine (as Littérature had), but from the popular science magazine La Nature. The larger format and 
simple layout, with two columns of text per page and double lines around images, allowed the editors to create a 
greater interplay of text and image, presenting the images as if they were, in fact, evidence. The summary on the 
front page, as well as its clearly defined sections (“Dreams,” “Surrealist Texts,” and “Reports”), intensified this 
effect. Pierre Naville and Benjamin Péret edited the first three issues of the magazine, while André Breton edited 
issues four through twelve. Raymond Spiteri, “’What Can the Surrealists Do?’: Littérature (1919-24); La Révolution 
surréaliste (1924-9); and Le Surréalisme au service de la révolution (1930-3),” in The Oxford Critical and Cultural 
History of Modernist Magazines, Volume 3, 219-243; Ades, Dada and Surrealism Reviewed; Krauss, L'amour Fou: 
Photography & Surrealism.  
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on unfettered access to the unconscious mind. Cameraless photography was particularly 
attractive to Surrealists because it seemed to picture the ghostly images of the unconscious; since 
it relinquished the camera, and by extension photography’s connection to the external world and 
lived experience, it was all the more surreal or otherworldly.  
 Cameraless photography’s entrance into mainstream mass-market publications—fashion 
magazines, illustrated weeklies, and newspapers—demonstrated the medium’s growing 
popularity and increased awareness about its relevance to modern art. Discussions in British 
Vogue and Bonniers Veckotidning are particularly important in this context because they, along 
with a few other related texts, highlight the question of cameraless photography’s connection to 
abstraction.17 Vogue’s inclusion of essays by Clive Bell, an early defender of abstract art, speaks 
to the magazine’s commitment to modern art in a variety of forms.18 Interestingly, the inclusions 
by Vogue and Bonniers Veckotidning make clear that many still perceived photography as 
distinctly anti-modern. At a time when cameraless photography was seeking broader acceptance 
as a viable form of creative expression, its publication in popular magazines served to bring 
photography (by way of abstraction) into the realm of the modern, while also reflecting the 
continued overlap between the avant-garde and the popular. 
 Cameraless photography was embraced as part of an overarching concern with the new 
and all things “modern” in the pages of “little magazines” like Les Feuilles Libres, The 
                                                 
17 For a general history of magazines, including fashion and women’s magazines, see: Theodore Peterson, 
Magazines in the Twentieth Century (Urbana, Ill.: University of Illinois Press, 1964); Nancy Walker, Women’s 
Magazines 1940-1960: Gender Roles and the Popular Press (Boston, MA: St. Martin’s, 1998). On the history of 
Vogue, see: Caroline Seebohm, The Man Who Was Vogue: The Life and Times of Conde Nast (New York: The 
Viking Press, 1982). See also: Jane Garrity, “Selling Culture to the ‘Civilized’: Bloomsbury, British Vogue, and the 
Marketing of National Identity,” Modernism/Modernity 6, no 2 (1999): 29-58. 
18 Bell’s defense of abstraction was based in his aesthetic theory, which was in turn focused on aesthetic experience 
(the aesthetic emotion aroused by “significant form”) and therefore had little to do with whether a painting, 
sculpture, or photograph was a realistic representation of something else. For more on Bell’s aesthetic theory, see: 
Clive Bell, Art (New York: Frederick A. Stokes Company, 1914).   
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Transatlantic Review, and Les Cahiers du mois. Like other avant-garde productions, these “little 
magazines” were collaborative in nature and established a dialogue between the most advanced 
and forward-thinking writers and the latest topics in literature, music, art, and film. Published in 
Paris (in English and French) by Ford Madox Ford, The Transatlantic Review (1924–25) 
featured writing by Gertrude Stein, Ernest Hemingway, James Joyce, and Ezra Pound, but also 
music and art supplements that included scores by Erik Satie, artwork by Pablo Picasso and 
Constantin Brancusi, and cameraless photographs by Man Ray.19 Les Feuilles Libres, as 
previously discussed, was a prominent Parisian literary review that published work by respected 
artists, writers, poets, and musicians, including work by the Surrealists.20 The magazine had 
shown an early interest in cameraless photography with Cocteau’s 1922 “Open Letter to M. Man 
Ray.” Les Feuilles Libres continued its support of cameraless photography into the mid-1920s 
with the publication of essays by Tzara (a reprint of “Photography Upside Down”) and 
Ribemont-Dessaignes. While most literary magazines focused on cameraless photography as an 
extension of abstract painting, the Parisian literary magazine Les Cahiers du mois (1924–27) 
praised the cinematic quality of the medium.21 Although these publications were more likely to 
include single images than extended explanatory texts, their inclusion of cameraless photographs 
                                                 
19 The issues ran about 120 pages each, at a cost of approximately 7.5 francs. It ultimately ceased publication the 
following year due to financial considerations. See: Jason Harding, Ford Madox Ford, Modernist Magazines and 
Editing (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2010); Andrzej Gasiorek, “Exiles: the transatlantic review (1924) and The Exile 
(1927-8),” The Oxford Critical and Cultural History of Modernist Magazines, Volume 2, eds. Phillip Brooker and 
Andrew Thacker (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 697-717. 
20 See Chapter I, page: 42. 
21 Published by François and André Berge, with Maurice Betz as editor in chief, Les Cahiers du mois had a modest 
circulation, and featured many of the most important writers of the day, including James Joyce, Marcel Proust, Paul 
Valéry, Jean Cocteau, and the work of the Surrealist poets, Louis Aragon, André Breton, René Crevel, Robert 
Desnos, and Philippe Soupault. The issue included the following essays: René Clair’s “Rhythme” and “Cinéma et 
surréalisme,” Germaine Dulac’s “L’Essence du Cinéma: L’Idée visuelle” (“The Essence of Cinema: The Visual 
Idea”), Fernand Léger’s “Peinture et Cinéma,” and George Charensol’s “Le Film Abrstrait” (“Abstract Film”). See: 
Les Cahiers du mois, no. 16-17 (1925).  
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speaks to its acceptance as an art form with connections (thanks to its presence alongside 
Picasso, Brancusi, or James Joyce) to the latest trends in art, literature, and film.  
Art magazines and annuals like Das Kunstblatt and Jahrbuch der Jungen Kunst made a 
more direct connection between cameraless photography and contemporary trends in art. These 
two publications were part of the growing art press in Germany after the First World War. 
According to Malcolm Gee, “This type of publication [art press] was aimed at a restricted 
readership and its financial viability was precarious.”22 Despite their precarious nature, they 
could articulate important ideas about art and culture by artists and cultural leaders, art 
establishments and innovators, intellectuals, and publishers seeking to expand their offerings into 
art and culture. Paul Westheim’s successful journal Das Kunstblatt (1917–32), first published in 
1917 in response to the Expressionist art magazine Der Sturm, was similarly Expressionist in its 
leanings but also sought to “include everything of lasting value in the present.”23 Westheim’s 
desire to provide a platform for experimental art produced by a younger generation of artists 
made it the perfect venue for early forays into modern photography (fig. 2-1). In a similar vein, 
Jahrbuch der Jungen Kunst (Yearbook of New Art) was published annually to bring together 
essays on contemporary art and reproductions of relevant artworks.24 Art publications such as 
                                                 
22 See: Malcolm Gee, “The ‘Cultured City’: The Art Press in Berlin and Paris in the Early Twentieth Century,” in 
Printed Matters: Printing, Publishing and Urban Culture in Europe in the Modern Period, ed., Malcom Gee and 
Tim Kirk (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2002), 150-173.  
23 Das Kunstblatt catered to the Berlin art scene and was successful in securing a publisher to provide support, 
which made it one of the most successful art magazines of the interwar period. See: Paul Westheim, “Von den 
Inneren Gesichten,” Das Kunstblatt 1 (1917): 1-6; and Paul Westheim, quoted in Long, German Expressionism, 
147. 
24 Part of a series on contemporary art and artists, Jahrbuch der Jungen Kunst, was a yearly art review published 
between 1920 and 1924 in Leipzig by Klinkhardt & Biermann, a publishing house founded by the Klinkhardt 
brothers and the art historian Georg Biermann. Together they specialized in art publications on fine and applied art 
and antiquities. They also published the international art periodical Der Cicerone (The Guide, 1909-1930), which 
included essays on art from all periods with information about the art market. In 1919 they shifted their attention to 
contemporary art with a series of small monographic books on European modern artists titled Junge Kunst (New 
Art). Biermann took the lead in 1920 on a series of five yearly books, Jahrbuch der jungen Kunst (Yearbook of New 
Art), which combined essays on contemporary art, reproductions of the latest art, and several original prints by 
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these had yet to fully embrace photography of any kind, so the inclusion of cameraless 
photography at this early date was an indication of the willingness of editors and publishers to 
take an early stand on photography as a viable art form (fig. 2-2).  
In Paris, Florent Fels’s art magazine L’Art Vivant (1925–39) was similarly invested in 
entering the conversation on photography. The magazine’s appearance was announced in the 
back pages of the second issue of La Révolution Surréaliste as a journal for fine and applied 
arts.25 L’Art Vivant’s emphasis on contemporary art meant that it was involved in early 
discussions on photography as an art form, publishing essays on Man Ray, Eugène Atget, and 
André Kertész.26 Fels’s support of cameraless photography is important because it set the stage 
for his championing of modern photography in France at the first Salon Indépendent de la 
Photographie in 1928.27 In France and Germany, cameraless photography’s inclusion in 
respected art magazines successfully raised the profile of modern photography. 
The Soviet film magazine Sovetskoe kino (Soviet Screen) began publication in 1925 
under the sponsorship of the Central Committee for Political Enlightenment and ceased in 
1928.28 Devoted primarily to film, the magazine was the site of significant discussion and debate 
around the burgeoning fields of Soviet film and photography in the mid-1920s. During its few 
short years, Sovetskoe kino included important essays by Ossip Brik and photographs by 
                                                 
contemporary German artists. For more information, see: Figura Starr, German Expressionism: The Graphic 
Impulse (New York, The Museum of Modern Art, 2011). 
25 See: La Révolution Surréaliste no. 2 (15 January 1925), n.p. 
26 Fels was known for publishing photography of and as fine art, especially after 1928, when he himself became 
involved in the discussions about photography as art form. He lamented the soft-focus, painterly style of pictorialism 
and called instead for a modern photography that, for him, could be seen in the work of Man Ray, Germaine Krull, 
Eugène Atget, and André Kertész. See: Phillips, Photography in the Modern Era, 23-26. 
27 The first Salon Indépendent de la Photographie in 1928 included work by a group of young photographers: Man 
Ray, Berenice Abbott, André Kertész, Paul Outerbridge, and Germaine Krull. 
28 On Sovetskoe kino and other Soviet photography and film magazines, see: Margolin, The Struggle for Utopia, 
150-151. On Soviet film, see: Peter Kenez, Cinema and Soviet Society, 1917-1953 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
University Press,1992); Anna Lawton, The Red Screen: Politics, Society, Art in Soviet Cinema (London: Routledge, 
1992); and Denise J. Youngblood, “The Fate of Soviet Popular Cinema during the Stalin Revolution,” The Russian 
Review, Vol. 50, No. 2 (April 1991): 148-162. 
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Alexander Rodchenko and Varvara Stepanova. Rodchenko oversaw the magazine’s film and 
photography section, which allowed the artist to make decisions about its content. Although 
experimental forms like cameraless photography were largely frowned upon, the magazine was 
known for its innovative covers like Stepanova’s design featuring a cameraless photograph of an 
unfurled filmstrip. Alluding both to the radical nature of Soviet film and the need to make 
“productive” use of photography, Stepanova’s cover for Sovetskoe kino was something of an 
anomaly in mid-1920s Soviet Russia (fig. 2-3). 
Perhaps the most significant text on cameraless photography in this period was Moholy-
Nagy’s Malerei Photographie Film (1925)29, the eighth in the Bauhausbücher series.30 Initiated 
in 1925 by Walter Gropius and Moholy-Nagy, the series included fourteen volumes on a range of 
subjects that were intended to bring the latest developments in art to the public.31 The books 
concentrated primarily on contemporary trends in art, architecture, and design, as well as the 
Bauhaus pedagogical program.32 In a shift away from the multifaceted approach of magazines 
                                                 
29 László Moholy-Nagy, Malerei Photographie Film (Munich: Albert Langen, 1925). A second, expanded edition 
was published in 1927 with a slightly different spelling: Moholy-Nagy, Malerei Fotografie Film (Munich: Albert 
Langen, 1927). The German edition was reissued in 1967 in facsimile form as part of the Neue Bauhausbücher 
series by Florian Kupferberg Verlag: Moholy-Nagy, Malerei Fotografie Film (Mainz: Florian Kupferberg Verlag, 
1967). An English translation of the 1967 facsimile was published in 1969 by MIT Press: Moholy-Nagy, Painting, 
Photography, Film, trans., Janet Seligman (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 1969). In the citations to follow, 
page numbers will refer to the first 1925 German edition, unless otherwise noted, with page numbers for the 1969 
English edition in parentheses.  
30 The first eight books, which were uniform in size and format, appeared in 1925, with two more appearing in 1926, 
and one each year until 1930. A total of thirty-one books were planned on subjects that would balance Bauhaus 
pedagogy, research, and products, with research from outside contributors. In keeping with Moholy-Nagy’s ideas 
about modern typography and printing, the books were “based on clarity, conciseness, and precision,” which could 
be seen in the use of sans serif type, clean lines, and bold numerals that together made for a thoroughly modern book 
design. Printed by a professional publisher in editions of 2,000-3,000, the books were mass-produced objects with 
few color reproductions that, like magazines or promotional materials, reached a broad international readership. See: 
Ellen Lupton, “Walter Gropius and László Moholy-Nagy Bauhaus Book Series, 1925-30” in Bauhaus: Workshops 
for Modernity, 1919-1933, 196-199. 
31 The series emerged within a few years of two other important books that similarly took stock of recent artistic 
trends: Lajos Kassák’s and Moholy-Nagy’s Buch neuer Künstler (Book of New Artists, 1922), and Hans Arp’s and 
El Lissitzky’s Die Kunstismen (Isms of Art, 1925). 
32  For more on the Bauhausbücher series and a complete list of the included books included, see: Alain Findeli, 
“Laszlo Moholy-Nagy und das Projekt der Bauhausbücher,” in Das A und O des Bauhauses: Bauhaus werbung: 
Schriftbilder, Drucksachen, Ausstellungsdesign, ed. Ute Brüning (Berlin: Bauhaus-Archiv, 1995), 22-26.   
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and annuals, which often included a diverse array of texts and images on a range of subjects, the 
Bauhaus books were intended to provide a closer reading of key issues, themes, movements, and 
mediums in contemporary art by the most influential artists and critics of the day. Moholy-Nagy 
chose to write the book on photography. Its status as the first photobook is an important 
touchstone in the history of photography. In the wake of Malerei Photographie Film’s 
publication in 1925, a number of photobooks appeared in Germany after 1927, including Albert 
Renger-Patzsch’s Die Welt ist schön (The World is Beautiful, 1928), August Sander’s Antlitz der 
Zeit (Face of Our Time, 1929), Karl Blossfeldt’s Urformen der Kunst (Art Forms in Nature, 
1928), Franz Roh’s Foto-Auge: 76 Fotos der Zeit (Photo-Eye: 76 Photos of Our Time, 1929), 
and Werner Gräff’s Es Kommt der neue Fotograf! (Here Comes the New Photographer!, 1929). 
These books placed significant emphasis on the sequencing of images and the idea that 
photographic images could convey information as effectively as text. 33 Ultimately, it was 
believed that viewers should be able to read images as they would read text. For Moholy-Nagy, 
the images included in Malerei Photographie Film were instrumental in conveying his ideas 
about the importance of photography in the modern age. Cameraless photography’s reappearance 
throughout the book placed it at the center of his multifaceted approach to photography. Its status 
was confirmed with the publication of a second edition in 1927 with the slightly changed 
spelling Malerei Fotografie Film. While much of the content was the same, the second edition 
included Moholy-Nagy’s recent camera photographs (taken after the first edition was published 
in 1925) and expanded text and captions that detailed photography’s importance to the modern 
world.  
                                                 
33 For more on the photobook in Weimar Germany, see: Stetler, Stop Reading! Look!. 
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 By the mid-1920s, cameraless photography was also to be found in select amateur 
photography magazines throughout Central Europe.34 Although most photography magazines 
catered to amateur photographers—practitioners of the so-called “art photography”—some were 
beginning to take notice of the experimental photography emerging from avant-garde circles. 
The interest in cameraless photography by Berlin-based photography magazines Photofreund 
and Photographie für Alle and the Polish magazine Światłocień (Chiaroscuro) provided a shared 
focus on techniques and processes and an attention to the latest trends in photography.35 
Cameraless photography’s presence in an ever-expanding array of publications succeeded in 
establishing a dialogue between the avant-garde and the amateur photography movement.  
The thematics brought to light by discussions of cameraless photography in the mid-
1920s provide a framework for thinking about pertinent issues across movements, ideologies, 
and geographic locations.36 While each of the aforementioned publications took up cameraless 
photography for very particular reasons, they did so because it represented something new: a 
new art, a new photography. The artists, critics, and writers who engaged with the medium 
                                                 
34 Photography magazines have been in existence, in one form or another, since the 1840s. A valuable resource for 
amateur photographers, early photography magazines provided informative articles on techniques, processes, and 
equipment. With the advent of camera clubs and photographic societies at the end of the nineteenth century, a new 
kind of photography periodical emerged. Nearly every major metropolis had their own society, and nearly every 
society had its own publication that featured the activities and work of its members, exhibition announcements, and 
relevant articles. These magazines were increasingly used as a vehicle for the promotion of photography as a fine art 
with articles arguing for a more artful approach to photography by emulating painting in style and subject. It is 
important to note that the rise of camera clubs in 1890s was a response to the mass popularization of photography 
and the slew of amateur snapshot photographers that resulted from easy access to smaller and easier to use cameras, 
such at the Kodak. In an effort to differentiate themselves from the hordes of snapshooters, groups of amateur 
photographers banded together to form clubs and societies that advocated the elevation of photographic practice to 
that of an art form. See: Witkovsky, Foto: Modernity in Central Europe, 198-1945; Prodger, Impressionist Camera. 
35 The Berlin-based photography magazines Photofreund (1920-1949) and Photographie für Alle (1912-1943) 
catered to amateur photographers with information about new processes, techniques, equipment, and trends. The 
Polish photography magazine Światłocień (Chiaroscuro) began circulation in 1923 as the organ of the Central 
Association of Photographic Societies in Poland. It successfully advocated for the so-called “art photography” in its 
pages, but also contained information about recent developments in photography, including the use of (cameraless) 
photography among avant-garde groups. 
36 It should go without saying that there will inevitably be some overlap between the articles—they are dealing with 
the same process, after all—but it is helpful to elucidate the recurring themes the texts address themselves to. 
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during this period did so as a means of articulating these conditions in cameraless photography, 
thus establishing experimental photography as a viable pursuit for artists and photographers. 
 
1. Cameraless Photography’s Revolutionary Gestures 
The revolutions wrought by Constructivism and Surrealism, though radically different in 
conception, were important in their positioning of cameraless photography. While their 
engagement with radical politics informed their embrace of cameraless photography, the artists 
affiliated with both movements articulated their own needs and desires for the transformation of 
society, and how the new medium would participate in that transformation. For the Surrealists, 
the transformation would occur through the combination of ideas from Freud and the privileging 
of automatism. For the Constructivists, particularly those in the West, social and political 
transformation would occur by aligning art with science and technology. While both groups were 
equally utopian in their desire to bring about change through the exploration of new ideas and 
forms, they valued cameraless photography for different reasons. It was simultaneously an 
automatic image pulled from the depths of the unconscious that forced the viewer to rethink the 
nature of reality and realistic representation, and a productive medium that asked the viewer to 
expand their sensory perception in order to align the senses with the modern world. Whether as 
singular images (a plastique surréaliste), or as tools for expanding visual literacy (in advertising 
and graphic design), cameraless photography was viewed as a means of furthering both the 
Surrealist and Constructivist revolutions.   
The publications included in this section were actively engaged in questions surrounding 
the role of art in initiating and furthering the revolutionary programs of Surrealism, 
Constructivism, and the Bauhaus. La Révolution Surréaliste, Malerei Photographie Film, 
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Sovetskoe kino, and Offset. Buch und Werbekunst, put forward programs that were concerned 
above all with sweeping away the art of the past and finding new methods that would lead them 
into the future. Cameraless photography was poised to participate in these revolutions. Moholy-
Nagy spoke in the pages of Das Kunstblatt (1924) about his desire to “translate revolution into 
material reality.”37 How does one “translate revolution into material reality,” what sort of 
revolutions are at issue here, and what, precisely, was the role of cameraless photography in 
these revolutions? The artists and groups affiliated with Constructivism (especially in the Soviet 
Union) and constructive art in the 1920s believed that art could and should bring about positive 
social and political change. The artists affiliated with Constructivism therefore took a more all-
encompassing view of cameraless photography as a creative medium with artistic and practical 
applications that could be applied by any artist or designer. The Surrealists were seeking their 
own revolution—a revolution of the self, of society, of institutions, and, ultimately, of art. In the 
context of Surrealism, cameraless photography was tied to the movement’s privileging of Freud 
and processes that mined the unconscious. While these revolutionary programs came to 
cameraless photography for different reasons, they each saw the medium as a tool for exploring 
new ideas and forms. These radical groups embraced the medium’s dichotomies—it was both 
concrete and abstract, it was rudimentary and complex, it made use of photography’s inherent 
principles and yet it belied the medium’s tendency toward realistic representation, it was a blank 
slate and yet its potential meaning was boundless, and finally, it was both new and as old as 
photography itself.  
 
Revolutionary Photography: Cameraless Photography and Social Change 
                                                 




By the mid-1920s, cameraless photography was positioned by some artists and critics as a 
vital component of the political and social revolution fashioned by artists affiliated with 
Constructivism and the Bauhaus. Those working in the Constructivist orbit (the G group, the 
Hungarian Ma group, Devětsil, and the Bauhaus) were fundamentally concerned with art’s 
ability to bring about social change. Many believed that this change would occur, in part, by 
reorienting art to science and technology, thus making use of the latest developments in a 
constructive way. With its attention to photography’s essential materials (light and sensitive 
plate), connections to science and technology, and its potential for integration with typography 
and design, cameraless photography was not merely a new art form, it was a new creative tool 
with practical applications for the emerging boom in illustrated magazines. Moholy-Nagy, in 
particular, believed the medium had an important, socially productive role to play in expanding 
sensory perception. Because cameraless photograpy made productive use of photography, it 
created new visual relationships that our sensory faculties were forced to adapt to. Cameraless 
photography, then, was never merely a tool for making interesting pictures, it was far more 
important and far-reaching than that. In a fundamental way, cameraless photography was about 
visual literacy and providing people with the tools to see and understand the modern 
technologized world. When used in concert with new forms of typography, cameraless 
photography brought these tools to the burgeoning field of graphic design, thus revolutionizing 
the ways we view and respond to images on the printed page.  
Many progressive artists believed that the means of translating revolution into material 
reality was to be found in Soviet Constructivism. As a particular way of working with materials 
that would participate in social and political transformation, Constructivism was especially 
influential in cameraless photography’s conceptualization in the mid-1920s. For Moholy-Nagy 
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and Lissitzky, among others, cameraless photography came to represent a way of thinking about 
and working with materials that had its basis in Constructivism. Although Constructivism first 
emerged in Russia in the early 1920s in response to the 1917 Revolution, by the end of 1922 it 
had made its way to Europe.38 A set of ideas and principles that foregrounded science and 
technology and the use of new materials, Constructivism also emphasized the notion that art 
could bring about positive change. In the Soviet Union, the Constructivists called for an end to 
the autonomous work of art in favor of productive work that would serve the new Communist 
state and the newly formed proletariat. Constructivism proved influential to progressive artists in 
Germany and Central Europe seeking to fashion their own revolutions. However, the level of 
commitment and the degree to which politics informed their work varied from artist to artist.  
Moholy-Nagy, for example, was involved in the Hungarian revolution and the radical Ma 
group, but he did not join the Communist party when he arrived in Berlin. He nevertheless 
maintained a firmly-held belief that art should be socially productive—a belief that informed his 
work and writing on cameraless photography. Cameraless photography was technological in its 
means of production, but it was also reproducible and therefore democratic in its ability to reach 
the masses. These factors led Moholy-Nagy and Stepanova to experiment in Germany and the 
Soviet Union with the medium’s practical applications, including its potential for new forms of 
                                                 
38 It should be noted that despite the movement’s basis in radical politics, early histories of Constructivism, such as 
those of Camilla Gray and George Rickey, viewed it primarily as an aesthetic movement with little concern for 
differentiating the multiple versions of “Constructivism” that existed inside and outside of Russia. Christina 
Lodder’s 1983 book, Russian Constructivism, was the first to position Constructivism as something more than 
simply an art movement, but rather, “an approach to working with materials, within a certain conception of their 
potential as active participants in the process of social and political transformation.” Lodder, 1. The movement’s 
early years were characterized by a shift away from the autonomous art object into the domain of practical work 
(often in the form of utilitarian design work that incorporated photography, architecture, textile design, and other 
forms) that were intended to benefit the needs of a newly created (proletarian) society. See: Stephen Bann, The 
Tradition of Constructivism (New York: Viking Press, 1974); Camilla Gray, The Great Experiment: Russian Art, 
1863-1922 (New York: Abrams, 1962); Lodder, Russian Constructivism; George Rickey, Constructivism: Origins 
and Evolution (New York: George Braziller, 1967).   
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design on the printed page. It was in the field of design that cameraless photography found 
common ground in Soviet Russia and Central Europe. It played a lesser role in Soviet Russia, 
appearing infrequently in experimental magazine and book covers. Outside of Soviet Russia, 
however, cameraless photography flourished in the work of Moholy-Nagy and Lissitzky in the 
context of a transformed version of Constructivism that has come to be known as International 
Constructivism.39  
As scholars such as Gough and Botar have discussed, by early 1922 artists living in 
Berlin would have been aware of Russian Constructivist theories and practices. They both 
emphasize the critic Alfréd Kemény and Lissitzky as key figures in this process. 
Constructivism’s westward expansion was made possible, in part, by Lissitzky, who arrived in 
Berlin in 1921 with a mandate to bring Soviet ideas and art to the West.40 His wide-ranging 
activities as an artist and critic, with ties to various avant-garde groups and publications, made 
Lissitzky an influential figure during his time in Berlin (late 1921–24). Also important was 
Hungarian critic Alfréd Kemény’s 1921 visit to Moscow, which allowed him to bring back first-
hand knowledge of Constructivist art to his colleagues in Berlin.41 Kemény’s visit coincided with 
                                                 
39The term International Constructivism was first introduced in Stephen Bann’s 1974 book, The Tradition of 
Constructivism, which he dates to 1922 and the events surrounding the Congress of International Progressive Artists 
in Düsseldorf. He suggests that “[i]t was this congress. . . that established the vital axis of avant-garde artists 
necessary to the propagation of constructivism on a European scale.” The congress led to the establishment of the 
International Faction of Constructivists, which included El Lissitzky, Theo van Doesburg, and Hans Richter, in 
opposition to the larger group. See: Bann, The Tradition of Constructivism, xxxii-xxxiii. In more recent research 
Maria Gough and Christina Lodder have suggested that El Lissitzky was tasked with bringing Soviet ideas and art to 
the West by the Narkompros [Narodnyi komissariat prosveshcheniia; People’s commissariat for the enlightenment]. 
See: Maria Gough, “Contains Graphic Material: El Lissitzky and the Topography of G,” in G: An Avant-Garde 
Journal, 29-30; and Lodder, “El Lissitzky and the Export of Constructivism,” Situating El Lissitzky, 27-46. 
40 See: Lodder, “El Lissitzky and the Export of Constructivism.”  
41 Oliver Botar has discussed the importance of Hungarians Alfréd Kemény and Béla Uitz in bringing back direct 
information about Russian Constructivism to Berlin in late 1921. He suggests that Moholy-Nagy was aware of 
Constructivism before Lissitzky and Puni arrived in Berlin in late 1921 and early 1922 respectively. According to 
Botar, Béla Uitz was in Moscow in 1921 and returned late that summer or fall to Berlin, where he is said have 
argued for two days with Moholy-Nagy and Kállai on the merits of Constructivism. This is important because, as 
Botar reminds us, the transmission of information about Constructivism is most often assumed to come from Naum 
Gabo, Ivan Puni, and El Lissitzky. Lodder also makes this point in her essay on International Constructivism in 
Central and Eastern Europe. See: Oliver A. Botar, “Constructivism, International Constructivism, and the Hungarian 
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the early debates occurring at VKhUTEMAS (Higher State Artistic and Technical Studios), 
where he was introduced to Naum Gabo, Aleksandr Rodchenko, Varvara Stepanova, Vladimir 
Tatlin, Gustav Klutsis, Wassily Kandinsky, Lyubov Popova, and other faculty members. 42 When 
Kemény returned to Berlin from Russia in late 1921, he entered into a close working relationship 
with Moholy-Nagy, which gave Moholy-Nagy direct access to current Constructivist ideas 
coming out of Russia.  
The Erste Russische Kunstausstellung at Berlin’s Van Diemen Gallery in March of 1922 
was also influential to the spread of Soviet Constructivism. The impact of these events, along 
with the Constructivist-Dadaist Congress in Weimar (1922), was far-reaching. By the end of 
1922, Constructivist ideas made their way to the Bauhaus, where a small group of Hungarian 
students (the KURI group) seized on the ideas coming from Russia.43 The form of 
Constructivism that took hold in Europe in the early 1920s, according to such scholars as Gough 
and Lodder, among others, was less committed to the doctrinaire politics that by necessity 
dictated the activities of Russian Constructivists. Its European iteration, which was informed by 
radical politics but not mandated by them, advocated for art’s relevance in changing society. 
Constructivism’s transmission to Europe was by no means straightforward, as various groups 
                                                 
Emigration,” in The Hungarian Avant-Garde, 1914-1933, ed. John Kish (Conn: Benton Museum of Art, 1987). 90-
98; and Lodder, “Art Into Life: International Constructivism in Central and Eastern Europe,” in Central European 
Avant-Gardes, 172–198.  
42 VKhUTEMAS is an acronym for Vysshie khudozhestvenno-tekhnicheskie masterskie (Higher State Artistic and 
Technical Studios). With a curriculum similar that of the Bauhaus, VKhUTEMAS was founded in 1920 for the 
training of master artists, professors, and directors, who would later work in industry and/or higher education. For 
more on VKhUTEMAS, see: Lodder, Russian Constructivism.  
43 Although Moholy-Nagy’s interest in cameraless photography predates the existence of the KURI group, it has 
been speculated that the group may have influenced Gropius’s decision to hire Moholy-Nagy in 1923. On 
Hungarians at the Bauhaus, see: Éva Bajkay, “Hungarians at the Bauhaus,” in Beyond Art: A Third Culture: A 
Comparative Study in Cultures, Art and Science in 20th Century Austria and Hungary, ed. Peter Weibel (New York: 
Springer, 2005), 71-77. 
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and factions emerged with their own ideas regarding how best to apply the theories emerging 
from Russia.  
To help spread Soviet art and ideas, Lissitizky and Ehrenberg published the journal 
Veshch’/Gegenstand/Objet to emphasize a new internationalism in contemporary art.44 Although 
Veshch’ claimed to stand apart from political parties, the editors argued, “that does not mean we 
are in favor of art that keeps on the outside of life and is basically apolitical.”45 They were 
committed to the idea that the creation of new forms in art could not be separated from the 
transformation of social forms. 
In addition to the essays and reviews published in Veshch,’ Lissitzky’s time in Germany 
included his participation in the 1922 Grosse Berliner Kunstausstellung (Great Art Exhibition in 
Berlin), an exhibition in Hannover the same year (where he met Kurt Schwitters), the beginning 
of his active engagement with (cameraless) photography, and contributions to avant-garde 
journals.46 Despite the importance of Lissitzky’s early experimentation with cameraless 
photographs, his work with the process was sporadic and he published few examples during this 
period. He was, however, also active as a writer, critic, and collaborator. Lissitzky praised 
Moholy-Nagy’s 1922 exhibition at Der Sturm gallery, noting: “Begotten of the Revolution in 
Russia, along with us they have become productive in their art . . . the clear geometry of Moholy 
and Peri stand out in relief. They are changing over from compositions on canvas to 
                                                 
44 The ideas espoused in Veshch’ were informed by the experiences of Lissitzky and Ehrenberg, which were a 
synthesis of ideas taken from various aspects of contemporary art in Russia, but also in Europe. In the boldly 
designed magazine, they announced the renewal of contacts between Russia and the West and called for a “new 
collective, international style.” El Lissitzky and Ilya Ehrenberg, “Die Blockade Russlands geht ihrem Ende 
entgegen,” in Veshch/Gegenstand/Objet (Berlin), no 1-2 (March-April 1922): 1-2; reprinted in: Bann, The Tradition 
of Constructivism, 56. 
45 Ibid. 
46 On Lissitzky’s activities in Berlin, see: Drutt, “El Lissitzky in Germany, 1922-1925,” in El Lissitzky: Beyond the 
Abstract Cabinet, 9-24. 
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constructions in space and material.”47 Lissitzky’s early praise for Moholy-Nagy’s “productive” 
approach was short-lived, as the two artists aligned themselves with different factions after the 
Congress of Dadaists and Constructivists held in Weimar in 1922.  
Concerns over the best way forward for the new art caused a series of rifts between 
artists, ultimately leading to the creation of the International Faction of Constructivists, which 
included Lissitzky, van Doesburg, and Hans Richter.48 Like Veshch’, the International Faction of 
Constructivists called for a new internationalism and a socially productive art that stood apart 
from political parties. After the Congress, Moholy-Nagy was aligned with the Hungarians, who 
called for art based in Communism and the proletariat.49 But this too was short lived, as he set 
aside direct connections to activism after his arrival at the Bauhaus in 1923. Moholy-Nagy and 
other Central European artists thus took up the mantel of Constructivism with their own 
commitment to social and political progress, even if they were not committed Communists. 
Although Moholy-Nagy did not join the Communist Party in Germany, his books and essays 
detailed his commitment to using the visual for social change. As he wrote in Malerei 
Photographie Film, “production (productive creativity) is primarily of service to human 
development.”50 In Moholy-Nagy’s mind, cameraless photography was always tied to social 
change.   
                                                 
47 El Lissitzky, “Vystavki v Berline,” Veshch, no. 3 (May 1922): 14; reprinted in El Lissitzky: Life, Letters, Texts, 
341. 
48 See: Lodder, “Art into Life: International Constructivism in Central and Eastern Europe,” in Central European 
Avant-Gardes, 173-198; and Lodder, “El Lissitzky and the Export of Constructivism,” in Situating El Lissitzky, 27-
46. 
49 On the Hungarian Constructivists, see: Evá Forgács, “In the Vacuum of Exile: The Hungarian Activists in Vienna 
1919-1926,” in The Exile and Return of Writers from East-Central Europe: A Compendium, eds., John Neubauer 
and Borbála Zsuzsanna Török (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2009) 109-122; and Forgács, “Between Cultures: 
Hungarian Concepts of Constructivism,” in Central European Avant-Gardes, 147-164. 
50 “Produktion (produktive Gestaltung) dem menschlichen Aufbau dient.” Moholy-Nagy, Malerei Photographie 
Film (1925), 23 (30). The same German text that appeared in the 1925 edition was repeated in the 1927 edition. See: 
Malerei Fotografie Film (München: Alfred Langen Verlag, 1927), 28.  
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Moholy-Nagy believed that cameraless photography, as a form of productive creativity, 
could be put to further use by expanding visual literacy through the integration of photography 
and typography on the printed page. By putting the two forms together, a more precise form of 
visual communication was possible; a form that was more in keeping with the speed and tempo 
of the modern world. In Malerei Photographie Film (MPF), particularly the section titled 
“Typophoto,” Moholy-Nagy argued that cameraless photography and typography were powerful 
forms of visual communication that when used together had profound implications for society.51  
A brief text entitled “TYPOPHOTO,” one of thirteen included in Malerei Photographie 
Film, introduced the “typophoto” (typography + photography) as “the visually most exact 
rendering of communication.”52 Relevant examples of the newly conceived “typophoto” 
included the cover designs for Malerei Photographie Film (MPF) and Broom, which 
demonstrated Moholy-Nagy’s belief that graphic design should speak directly to the thing 
(whether a book, magazine, or advertisement) it illustrated. MPF’s cover, featuring a cameraless 
photograph and bold typography, was an example of the new typography and the ways that 
cameraless photography could be effectively incorporated into graphic design as a new form of 
visual communication (fig. 2-4).53 With its basis in modern typography and new 
photomechanical printing, Moholy-Nagy argued that the “typophoto” would revolutionize 
modern graphic design. He was convinced that printing and publishing were critically important 
for the future: “[t]he printer’s work is part of the foundation on which the new world will be 
                                                 
51 For more on Painting, Photography, Film and its connection to photographic technologies and communication, 
see: Andrea Nelson, "László Moholy-Nagy and Painting Photography Film: A Guide to Narrative Montage," 
History of Photography 30, no. 3 (2006): 258-69.   
52 “die visuell exaktest dargestellte Mitteilung.” Original emphasis. Moholy-Nagy, Malerei Photographie Film 
(1925), 31 (39). 
53 The integration of cameraless photography with typography was also in keeping with the larger mandate of the 
Bauhaus to find practical applications for their creative explorations. 
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built.”54 The potential for the mass printing of illustrated books, magazines, and newspapers, 
would ensure that “the truth in the everyday situation is there for all classes.”55  
In order for typography to keep pace with the modern age—the age of film, photography, 
electric signs, and other forms that challenge our sensory perception—it must make use of the 
latest technology and reflect the dynamism of modern life. The integration of the technological 
medium of photography with typography was one way of reflecting this dynamism. As an 
effective form of typographical material, photography might appear with words, or in place of 
words, “as a precise form of representation so objective as to permit of no individual 
interpretation.”56 Although the examples cited in MPF were produced with cameraless 
photographs, Moholy-Nagy believed that all forms of photography could be used in the new 
typography. The increased integration of photography with text in illustrated magazines, 
newspapers, and books, ensured that “[t]he typophoto governs the new tempo of the new visual 
literature.”57 Not merely a design tool, Moholy-Nagy believed technology, and by extension 
photography and other forms of visual literature (books, magazines, posters), could aid in 
leveling economic and class differences by making products available to the masses. The 
previously unpublished cover illustration for Broom, produced cameralessly, was included 
among MPF’s illustrations as an example of the new “typophoto” (fig. 2-5).58 The covers for 
Broom and MPF illustrated Moholy-Nagy’s belief that the book or magazine’s outward 
appearance should illustrate something of the publication’s purpose and content. Thus, the use of 
cameraless photography in his typophotographic cover effectively conveyed and underscored the 
                                                 
54 “Die Arbeit des Druckers ist ein Teil des Fundamentes auf dem die neue Welt aufgerichtet wird.” Malerei 
Photographie Film (1925), 30 (38). 
55 “Wahren in der Alltagssituation ist für alle Schichten da.” Ibid. 
56 “in ihrer Ojektivität keine individuelle Deutung zuläßt.” Ibid., 32 (40). 
57 “Das Typophoto regelt das neue Tempo der neuen visuallen Literatur.” Ibid., 32 (40). 
58 Ibid., 102 (112). 
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larger meaning of Malerei Photographie Film: in order to comprehend the modern world, we 
must to learn to read and see in new ways. Although Moholy-Nagy privileged the use of 
cameraless photography in these two early examples, his use of the process for book or magazine 
design was limited to a handful of instances.59 During these years he was more likely to include 
reproductions of his work in magazines and journals as singular works or as examples to 
accompany his texts. 
In 1926, Moholy-Nagy elaborated on cameraless photography’s design possibilities in the 
1926 essay “Fotoplastische Reklame.”60 Published in Heft 7 of Offset. Buch und Werbekunst, 
often called the Bauhaus Heft, Moholy-Nagy’s essay was intended to discuss the use of 
(cameraless) photography for advertising and design purposes. Although cameraless 
photography and advertising will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter III, the essay is worth 
addressing here for the information it provides on Moholy-Nagy’s discovery and 
conceptualization of cameraless photography as a socially productive medium.  
Photography, according to Moholy-Nagy, had not yet been used to its full potential. New 
forms, like cameraless photography, moved beyond representations made with the camera 
obscura, providing greater knowledge about photography’s essential characteristics.61 To provide 
the conceptual framework for cameraless photography, he reiterated that he “arrived at this form 
of design by way of theoretical reflection.”62 As proof of this fact, he referred readers to his 
                                                 
59 Covers for the 1925 and 1927 editions of Malerei Photographie Film (later titled Malerei Fotografie Film) 
included cameraless photographs. Franz Roh’s 1930 book L. Moholy-Nagy: 60 Fotos featured a recent cameraless 
photograph by Moholy-Nagy. The slightly later Foto-Qualität cover (1931) featured Moholy-Nagy’s well-known 
cameraless image of his hand, reprinted as a negative (black on white, rather than the standard white on black), and 
his 1947 book Vision in Motion featured a cameraless photograph on its cover. These and other examples will be 
discussed in Chapter III. See: Heyne, Moholy-Nagy: The Photograms.  
60 Moholy-Nagy, “Fotoplastische Reklame,” Offset. Buch und Werbekunst 7 (1926): 386. 
61 Ibid. 




essay “Production—Reproduction,” which laid out the theoretical basis for cameraless 
photography as a socially productive medium intended to further human development. By 
establishing a clear lineage for his cameraless work that was based in his theory of “production,” 
he responded to earlier accusations from Lissitzky and others that he had stolen the idea from 
Man Ray.63  
Moholy-Nagy argued that “[p]hotograms [cameraless photographs] have to be produced 
by their own primary means,” in other words by the action of light on the sensitive plate, “[t]he 
optical miracle of black into white results from the dematerialized radiation of light.”64 To make 
this point, and to differentiate his experiments from other work in the medium, he included a 
series of cameraless photographs by Man Ray and himself, as well as his cameraless photograph 
of a flower intended to replicate the work of Bertha Günther, who he referred to as the woman 
from Loheland.  
The flower image is striking in its simplicity and entirely uncharacteristic of Moholy-
Nagy’s other work with cameraless photography, which, in this case, was precisely the point (fig. 
2-6).65 Reminiscent of a nineteenth-century leaf print or botanical study, Moholy-Nagy’s flower 
photograph—updated for the modern age with its use of electric light and modern papers—
revealed his long preoccupation with amateur imagemaking. Referring to her cameraless 
photographs as “shadow images” (Schattenbilder) instead of his newly designated “photogram,” 
he credited Bertha Günther with rejuvenating the process, but noted that she did so “without any 
                                                 
63 In the essay, Moholy-Nagy articulated the difference between his work and that of Man Ray, arguing for his 
interest in light as the primary justification for his cameraless photographs. As such, his work eliminated the secret 
associations and imitative effects common in Man Ray’s cameraless work. See Ibid., 389. 
64 “Das optische Wunder des Scharzweißen . . . aus der immateriallen Strahlung des Lichtes entstehen. Die 
Fotogramme müssen aus ihren eigenen, primär verwendeten Mitteln. . . geschaffen werden.”  Moholy-Nagy, 
“Fotoplastische Reklame,” 389-390. 
65 On the relevance of Bertha Günther’s cameraless work to Moholy-Nagy’s writing on and work with cameraless 
photography, see: Molderings, “László Moholy-Nagy und die Neuerfindung des Fotogramms” and his “Light Years 
of a Life,” and Botar, Technical Detours. 
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real command of the photographic process.”66 What was lacking in her work, and arguably in 
other amateur practices, was an understanding of photography’s essential characteristics and how 
to adequately make use of them. Produced on daylight printing-out paper without the use of 
darkroom, her cameraless flower images appear flat and without contour or gradation of tone 
(fig. 2-7). With no example of Günther’s work to reproduce, he created an image of a single 
flower that appears white against a dark ground to suggest her simplified process. The 
differences between the two are immediately evident. Although he attempted to render the flower 
image in the simplest of terms, it nonetheless made his point about the subtle gradations of tone 
and the dematerialization of light that occurred in cameraless photographs. The result of Moholy-
Nagy’s manipulation of light in the darkroom, his flower image pays homage to Günther’s work 
while also suggesting the medium’s modern possibilities when appropriately utilized.  
Interestingly, the image that followed, a cameraless image by Man Ray of a hand poised 
over an egg, was similarly stark in its rendering of objects, but maintained the Dada irreverence 
characteristic of Man Ray’s early work with the process. Moholy-Nagy then contrasted Man 
Ray’s photograph with his own cameralessly produced geometric abstraction with overlapping 
planes, an indistinguishable light source, and gradations of tone (fig. 2-8). When compared, the 
selected Man Ray image resembled more closely the simple flower image intended to illustrate 
the work of Bertha Günther. Moholy-Nagy used the same two images as a double-page spread in 
the 1925 edition of Malerei Photographie Film (fig. 2-9). To be clear, Moholy-Nagy was not 
suggesting that Man Ray had no real grasp of photography, as he had with Bertha Günther. 
Rather, he used the example to illustrate his contention that he understood cameraless 
photography differently from Man Ray, that his cameraless work resulted from his work in 
                                                 
66 “ohne die wirkliche Beherrschung des fotografischen Verfahrens entstandene naturalistische Fotografie.” Moholy-
Nagy, “Fotoplastische Reklame,” 388. 
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painting, but also his interest in the play of light effects “without any literary or secret 
associations.”67 He went on to emphasize that cameraless photography was derived from the 
essential characteristics of photography: “[t]he elementary function of photographic procedures 
consists in the domination of light intensities, in the transposition of black into white, in the 
transitions from lightness into darkness.”68 While Man Ray was interested in the automatic and 
the playful depiction of everyday objects, Moholy-Nagy viewed cameraless photographs as the 
domination of light intensities. By working productively with light, Moholy-Nagy believed that 
cameraless photography held the most promise for expanding sensory perception and furthering 
visual literacy in advertising and design. 
In these early writings, Moholy-Nagy was concerned with introducing cameraless 
photography as a socially productive medium and a valid field of investigation for designers and 
typographers. Because he was concerned with cameraless photography’s far-reaching impact as 
an art form and as a practical tool, he would take up the subject numerous times throughout the 
1920s. In doing so, he ensured that cameraless photography was understood as a form of visual 
communication, which, when integrated with modern typography, conveyed messages about 
products, books, and magazines. Thus, the medium fulfilled its revolutionary potential as a 
creative form, but also as a practical form for design on the printed page.  
 Russian Constructivist Varvara Stepanova was also engaged, intermittently, with the use 
of cameraless photography for graphic design purposes. As noted above, experimental forms like 
cameraless photography played a lesser role in Russian Constructivism.69 Stepanova’s 1926 
                                                 
67 “ohne literarische oder assoziative Geheimnisse.” Ibid., 389. 
68 “Das Elementar-Funktionelle des fotografischen Verfahrens besteht in Beherrschung des Lichtintensitäten, in der 
Schwarzweiß-Transposition, in den helldunklen Übergingen.” Ibid. 
69 Photography historian Aleksandr Lavrent’ev (who is also the grandson of Aleksandr Rodchenko) has noted, 
“[r]egarding the fate of the photogram in Russia, we should note that it was used more often than not as a 
complementary device in the graphic design of books and magazines.” See: Aleksandr Lavrent'ev, “Russian Avant-
Garde Experiments with Light,” History of Photography 24, no. 4 (2000): 309-312. 
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cover for Sovetskoe kino was a striking example of the medium’s limited use in Soviet graphic 
design (fig. 2-3). A cameraless image featuring strips of movie film made for a modern design 
that was in keeping with other Soviet Constructivist covers for the magazines Lef and Novyi Lef. 
Stepanova’s use of the process was indicative of the Constructivist disavowal of the autonomous 
art object in favor of practical design work. However, it was also in keeping with 
Constructivism’s privileging of tectonics, the building up of materials typical in montage 
techniques.70 In this instance, the cameraless photograph was clear and concise, and therefore 
better at conveying Soviet interests in experimental film. Stepanova may have taken up 
cameraless photography for design purposes after seeing Lissitzky’s cameralessly produced 
designs after his return to Moscow in 1925.71 Stepanova’s magazine cover points to the role, 
albeit briefly, that experimental photography had to play in graphic design work as a form of 
visual communication. 
 
Cameraless Photography and “The Surrealist Revolution”   
Cameraless photography, as initiated by Man Ray, has long been considered the 
quintessential medium of early Surrealism.72 What was once extolled by the Dadaists for its 
connection to the “Dada automatic,” was taken up anew by Surrealism for its connection to 
                                                 
70 Varvara Stepanova wrote a short history of the varied uses of Russian photomontage in 1928. See: Varvara 
Stepanova, “Photomontage,” in Phillips, Photography in the Modern Era, 234-237. Original publication: Varvara 
Stepanova, “Foto-montazh, Aleksandr M. Rodchenko” (1928) Fotografie (Prague), no.3 (1973): 18-19. Although 
the essay was written in 1928 and circulated by the author, it was not published until 1973.  
71 On the influence of Lissitzky’s cameralessly produced design work, see: Margarita Tupitsyn. “Colorless Field: 
Notes on the Paths of Modern Photography,” in Object: Photo. Modern Photographs: The Thomas Walther 
Collection 1909–1949. An Online Project of The Museum of Modern Art. New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 
2014. http://www.moma.org/interactives/objectphoto/assets/essays/Tupitsyn.pdf.   
Lissitzky’s use of cameraless photography in graphic design and advertising will be discussed in greater detail in 
Chapter III. See pages: 177-182. 




psychic automatism.73 The Surrealists’ embrace of cameraless photography was evident in the 
medium’s early appearance in the pages of key Surrealist publications, including La Révolution 
Surréaliste and the Surrealist-influenced publication Les Feuilles Libres. That cameraless 
photography was discussed and reproduced in Surrealism’s primary organ, La Révolution 
Surréaliste, is significant because, as Dawn Ades has argued, the Surrealist periodicals were the 
most important venue for their varied activities, particularly with regard to photography.74 
Cameraless photography was thus critical to Surrealism’s attempts to define itself as a movement 
in the early years of its existence. The cameraless examples reproduced by the editors of La 
Révolution Surréaliste were remarkably concrete—a maritime scene in one instance, and an 
image of ferns in the other. While both images reference “reality”—the physical world—in 
intriguing ways, their surreality lay in their connection to the unconscious, to dreams, to science, 
to mediums, and even to children’s pastimes. La Révolution Surréaliste cultivated these 
connections and exploited them to their own ends, but they were not the first to do so.  
Karel Teige first suggested cameraless photography’s tendency toward the “surrealistic” 
in his 1922 description of Man Ray’s cameraless photographs.75 Prescient regarding the potential 
power of cameraless photography, Teige spoke of them (a full two years before the founding of 
Surrealism) in his oft-cited essay “Foto Kino Film” (Photo Cinema Film):  
                                                 
73 Recall that Man Ray’s cameraless photographs were published in Littérature in 1923, a journal edited by three of 
Surrealism’s founding members, André Breton, Louis Aragon, and Philippe Soupault, where they were celebrated as 
Surrealist avant la lettre. For more on the “Dada automatic” see: Laxton, “Flou: Rayographs and the Dada 
Automatic.” 
74 According to Ades, “[i]f there is any site where surrealist activity, the life of the movement in its fullest sense, is 
to be found, it is the surrealist periodicals—not as a monolithic expression of surrealism, but as a terrain of debate, 
of creation, and criticism. It is also in the periodicals that the range and resources of photography within surrealism 
are most fully realized.” Dawn Ades, “Photography and the Surrealist Text,” in L’Amour fou: Photography and 
Surrealism, 159. 
75 On Teige’s early use of the term “surrealistic,” which predates the founding of Surrealism by two years, see: 
Matthew S. Witkovsky, "Surrealism in the Plural: Guillaume Apollinaire, Ivan Goll and Devětsil in the 1920s," 
Papers of Surrealism, no. 2 (2004): 1-14. 
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Man Ray’s discoveries, inventions, and works are liberating photography from the 
decadence of ‘artistic photography’ that has set in. They liberate it from the prevailing 
form of ‘artistic’ photography (i.e., impressionism) by simply eliminating it. Through 
photography, they create a truly surrealistic art, an art that, according to Apollinaire, 
begins precisely where imitation ends.76 
 
Teige’s use of the term “surrealistic” was borrowed from the French poet Guillaume 
Apollinaire.77 Teige understood that the unique character of Man Ray’s cameraless photographs 
seemed to similarly push beyond reality. It was this character, which left the world of physical 
reality, that drew the surrealists to cameraless photography as a potential plastique surréaliste 
(surrealist art).78   
Scholars have long wrestled with Surrealism’s complicated relationship to the visual arts 
due to its diversity of styles and mediums. Given the movement’s emphasis on writing (and later 
on painting), why the interest in cameraless photography? Surrealism favored methods that 
would mine the creative powers of the unconscious. 79 By focusing on the psyche as the locus of 
imagination, and on the poetic and artistic value of dreams, the Surrealists emphasized madness 
and childhood as desired states that were closer to the unbridled imagination of the unconscious. 
Cameraless photography, produced in the darkroom with a controlled light source, but with no 
way of knowing what the final image would look like until it was developed, would have felt to 
the Surrealists like an exercise in the automatic. Indeed, Breton had argued as early as 1921 that 
the invention of photography had “dealt a mortal blow to old means of expression,” and the 
                                                 
76 Karel Teige, “Photo Cinema Film” (1922), 133. 
77 Guillaume Apollinaire was the first writer to use the term “surrealism” in reference to his 1917 play Les Mamelles 
de Tirésias (The Beasts of Tiresias). Apollinaire used the term to describe the fantastical situations in his play that 
pushed beyond reality. See: Witkovsky, “Surrealism in the Plural.” 
78 Surrealism was founded in 1924 with the publication of the First Manifesto of Surrealism. It was followed shortly 
thereafter by the introduction of La Révolution Surrealiste, the movement’s primary organ in the years between 
1924 and 1929. See: André Breton, “Manifesto of Surrealism” (1924), reprinted in André Breton, Manifestoes of 
Surrealism, trans. Richard Seaver and Helen R. Lane (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1969). 
79 For a brief overview of Surrealism’s founding and early years, along with relevant bibliography, see: Fionna 
Barber, “Surrealism: 1924-1929,” in Art of the Avant-Gardes, eds. Steve Edwards and Paul Wood (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2004), 427-448; and Hal Foster, Compulsive Beauty (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1993). 
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automatic writing of the end of the nineteenth century was a “veritable photography of thought.” 
80 As Rosalind Krauss has argued, for the Surrealists “the photographic medium is exploited to 
produce a paradox: the paradox of reality constituted as sign—or presence transformed into 
absence, into representation, into spacing, into writing.”81 Photography, in this context, becomes 
an analogy for recording (thoughts, dreams, memories, etc.), which makes the cameraless 
photograph a form of writing with light. This connection makes perfect sense when one 
considers the etymological origin of the word “photo-graph,” which is literally “writing with 
light.” 
Due to their perceived connection to automatism, Man Ray’s cameraless photographs 
were put forward almost immediately as a potential plastique surréaliste (Surrealist art). 
Although cameraless photography did not appear in the first issue of La Révolution Surréaliste in 
April 1924, the medium was referenced and discussed by the French Surrealist artist, writer, and 
actor, Max Morise. Morise argued for cameraless photography’s consideration as a chance or 
automatic operation (a visual equivalent to automatic writing), and therefore as a new Surrealist 
art (plastique surréaliste).82 Surrealism’s proponents quickly seized upon the notion that art was, 
or could be, the concrete manifestation of “poetry” (unbound, imaginative thought). Morise 
dismissed the dream paintings of de Chirico as too subject to distortions of memory, and instead 
settled on the automatic drawing produced during the “waking dream that characterizes the 
Surrealist state,” the pictures of “fugitive visions” of madmen and mediums, and lastly, on the 
photographs (made with or without a camera) of Man Ray.83 Cameraless photography was 
                                                 
80 My translation. See: André Breton, Exposition Dada Max Ernst (Paris: Au sans pareil, 1921), 1. For more on 
cameraless photography’s relationship to automatism, see: Michel Poivert, "Images De La Pensée " in La 
Subversion Des Images: Surréalisme, Photographie, Film, 309-13.  
81 Rosalind Krauss, “The Photographic Conditions of Surrealism,” October 19 (Winter 1981): 28.  
82 Max Morise, “Les yeux enchentées,” La Révolution surréaliste, no. 1 (April 1924): 26-27. 
83 “rêve éveilé qui caracterise l’état surréaliste”; “fugitives visions.” Ibid.  
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preferable to writing and painting because those forms required mediation to transform the idea 
through the brush and pen, thus requiring the artist to rely upon learned skill in his articulation of 
an idea.  
It was not until April 1925, that Man Ray’s cameraless photography appeared in La 
Révolution Surréaliste under the heading, “L’Activité du Bureau de Recherches Surréalistes” 
(The Activity of the Office of Surrealist Research) (fig. 2-10).84 A single cameraless photograph 
of a fern was illustrated in the issue alongside text by Antonin Artaud. Artaud, director of the 
Office of Surrealist Research, characterized the Surrealist revolution as a “rupture and 
disqualification of logic.”85 The disqualification of logic and ordinary reason, which was the 
basis for the Surrealist interest in automatism, was further demonstrated by reproductions of 
automatic drawings by André Masson and paintings by Giorgio de Chirico and Paul Klee. 
Embedded in Artaud’s text, the cameraless fern image, which resembles a nineteenth-century 
leaf print, also appears as evidence in support of the author’s writing and the Bureau’s 
activities.86 That such evidence would question the nature of reality and presumed scientific 
certainties was another important factor for its presence. The inclusion of a cameraless work that 
referenced science, but that also questioned photography’s ability to accurately represent it (and 
                                                 
84 The austere format and simple layout of La Révolution Surréaliste was borrowed from the scientific journal La 
Nature--the summary on the cover, with two columns of text per page and images offset by distinct borders, as if 
included not as illustration, but as evidence. Benjamin Péret suggests that the choice of the scientific journal as 
model was quite deliberate and had specific associations that were desirable for their new undertaking: “Take a 
scientific review: already your understanding, if you are not versed in the sciences it deals with, wanders. A certain 
spirit of invention begins to which they do not have.” The allusions to the scientific review were intended to remind 
the reader of the scientific nature of their experiments. In keeping with a scientific journal, the issues were divided 
into sections with titles like “Dreams,” “Surrealist Texts,” “Reports,” and, because Breton had suggested the 
opening of a Bureau central de recherches surrealistes (Central Office of Surrealist Research), there was a section 
for that as well. See: Benjamin Péret quoted in Dawn Ades, “La Révolution Surréaliste,” in Dada and Surrealism 
Reviewed, 190. 
85 “la rupture et à la disqualification de la logique.” La Révolution Surréaliste, no. 3 (15 April 1925): 31.  
86 The choice to model the new journal on the scientific journal La Nature was a deliberate attempt to distance it 
from other art and literary magazines, but it also suggested the journal’s commitment to “research” and the gathering 
of evidence. See: Ades, “Photography and the Surrealist Text.”  
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the world), was a way of further demonstrating the movement’s desire to break with traditional 
modes of thought.  
A second cameraless photograph by Man Ray appeared in the fourth issue (July 15, 
1925) of La Révolution Surréaliste. The issue was important for two reasons. It was the first 
issue that Breton edited himself after taking over the magazine from Pierre Naville and Benjamin 
Péret; and it included the first installment of Breton’s extended essay “Surrealism and Painting.” 
Breton’s essay was a rather pointed response to Pierre Naville’s essay from the previous issue 
(“Beaux Arts,” La Révolution Surréaliste no. 3), in which Naville argued against traditional 
modes of expression and their relevance for Surrealism.87 Breton countered with a history of 
sorts that detailed the accomplishments of a range of artists vis-à-vis Surrealism, including the 
cameraless photographs of Man Ray.88 Although it seems antithetical for Breton to take up 
photography in a series of essays on painting, it is clear from his writing that “painting” was 
thought of in more general terms as a descriptor for various processes that might give visual 
expression to Surrealism, whether in painting, frottage, photography, montage, objects, drawing, 
or other forms. It is significant that Breton retrospectively assigned the work of various artists, 
including Picasso, de Chirico, and Man Ray, to Surrealism.  
At a time when painting, far outdistanced by photography in the pure and simple 
imitation of actual things, was posing to itself the problem of its reason for existence and 
was resolving the problem in the manner we have described, it was most necessary for 
someone to come forward who should be not only an accomplished technician of 
photography, but also an outstanding painter; someone who should, on the one hand, 
assign to photography the exact limits of the role that it can legitimately claim to play, 
and on the other hand, guide it towards other ends than those for which it appears to have 
been created – in particular, the thorough exploration on its own behalf, within the limits 
                                                 
87 Pierre Naville believed that painting and drawing could never be surrealist activities. Instead, he argued for a shift 
from visual expression to visual experience. Photography, interestingly, was aligned, for Navillle, with visual 
experience, rather than visual expression. André Breton, “Le Surréalisme et la peinture,” appeared in La Révolution 
surréaliste, no. 4 (July 1925): 26-30; no. 6 (March 1926): 30-32; nos 7 and 9-10 (October 1927): 36-43. The 1928 
book included additional written material. André Breton, Le Surréalisme et la peinture (Paris: Gallimard, 1928). 
88 Breton, “Le Surréalisme et la peinture.” 
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of its resources, of that region which painting imagined it was going to be able to keep all 
to itself. It was the great fortune of Man Ray to be that man.89 
 
For Breton, Man Ray’s cameraless photography was of interest because, as a photographer and a 
painter, he could push the boundaries of photography and force it to engage in a “thorough 
exploration on its own behalf.” To make his point, Breton included a cameraless photograph in 
the same issue that pushed the boundaries of photography. It was neither painting nor 
photography, but it seemed to reference both. To make the image, Man Ray relied again on 
recognizable objects, but instead of the dematerialized effect the process created in his earlier 
work, here cameraless photography was used to create a representational image that mimicked a 
painted seascape. The aptly titled “Marine” was included on the same page as Benjamin Péret’s 
short story, “Les Parasites Voyagent” (The Parasite’s Voyage) (fig. 2-11). The viewer was to 
imagine, then, that this faux photograph of a faux seascape, complete with clouds, sun, and the 
outline of a ship, was intended to suggest the vessel for “The Parasites Voyage.” Photography’s 
boundaries were thereby displaced in lieu of an image that appeared conjured by the 
unconscious, the poetic rendering of a dream registered automatically on the paper’s surface—
the photographic equivalent of automatic drawing.  
 The two, very different, cameraless photographs reproduced in these two issues of La 
Révolution Surréaliste demonstrated that the sort of revolution wrought by the Surrealists had 
more to do with questioning the nature of reality by tapping into new forms that mined the 
depths of the unconscious than it did with using art for social change. These images were also in 
keeping with the Surrealist embrace of photography from a range of sources, artistic and popular; 
while the cameraless images were created by a member of their circle, they referenced amateur 
and popular traditions the Surrealists sought to draw on. Although there was little extended 
                                                 
89 André Breton, Surrealism and Painting, trans. Simon Watson Taylor (London: Macdonald, 1972), 32-33. 
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discussion of cameraless photography as a Surrealist medium in the pages of La Révolution 
Surréaliste, aside from Morise’s early advocacy and Breton’s later claiming of it as an 
antecedent to Surrealist art in “Surrealism and Painting,” it was accepted as Surrealist by its very 
presence in the magazine.90  
The Surrealist-influenced literary magazine Les Feuilles libres featured an early 
celebration of Man Ray’s cameraless work in 1922.91 The magazine later included an essay by 
Dadaist-turned-Surrealist Georges Ribemont-Dessaignes on Man Ray’s cameraless photographs 
in its May/June (1925) issue. Appearing within a year of the two issues of La Révolution 
Surréaliste discussed above, Les Feuilles libres included four tipped-in cameraless photographs 
by Man Ray that ranged from semi-abstract to mockingly representational. After Max Morise’s 
1924 discussion of cameraless photography as a potential plastique surréaliste, Ribemont-
Dessaignes was among the first to position this work within a distinctly Surrealist framework. 
More of a poetic evocation than a descriptive essay, he referred to cameraless photographs as 
“mysterious silhouettes in a space that has certainly escaped from some new field of gravity.”92 
Ribemont-Dessaignes, now a Surrealist, differentiated Man Ray’s work from the painters “still 
working” in 1925. 93 He called cameraless photographs the “object of dreams,” “crystalized in a 
quasi-eternity” made possible by the sensitive paper, but also by the “sensitive” photographer.94 
A powerful inducement for the Surrealists, this cameraless form successfully pulled photography 
from its connection to objective reality and replaced the camera lens with the “sensitive” 
                                                 
90 Ades notes that in these early issues of La Révolution Surréaliste, “[a] strong case is being made, then, mostly by 
the illustrations themselves, for photography as a major ingredient within a ‘plastique surréaliste’.” Dawn Ades, 
“Photography and the Surrealist Text,” 160. 
91 Cocteau, “Open Letter to M. Man Ray.” 
92 “silhouettes mystérieuses dans un espace certainement échappé à quelque nouveau champ des gravitation.” 
Georges Ribemont-Dessaignes, “Man Ray” in Les Feuilles libres, Paris, (mai-juin 1925): 267. 
93 In his earlier essay, “Dada Painting or the ‘Oil-Eye’,” he praised Man Ray’s work because it had successfully 
“broken with sight.” Ribemont-Dessaignes, “Dada Painting, or the ‘Oil-Eye’,” 10-12. 
94 “ojbets des rêves,” “cristallise en quasi-éternité,” “sensible.” Ribemont-Dessaignes, “Man Ray,” 267, 268.  
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photographer (much as a medium was sensitive to thought), whose thoughts appeared like 
residues from the unconscious mind. That this might also connect back, as Breton had suggested, 
to the work of mediums and to automatic writing as a “photography of thought,” made 
cameraless photography an important early articulation of the movement’s founding principles.95 
The desire to question reality through the creation of new forms was entirely in keeping 
with the concept of total revolution initiated by the Surrealists; an attempt based on the theories 
of Karl Marx and Sigmund Freud in order to transform “social reality and moral values through 
the overthrow of the institutions that hold these in check, namely the state and religion.”96 The 
Surrealist project sought to bring about these changes by combining the psychoanalysis of Freud, 
as a justification for mining the unconscious (particularly the notion that the unconscious could 
affect an individual’s perception of reality), while also making use of radical politics to bring 
about a change in material reality. Herein lies the conflict. Cameraless photography and other 
Surrealist forms based in automatism were seemingly incompatible with French radical politics, 
particularly after 1927 when the Communist Party adopted a “proletarian” policy that ran counter 
to the work of bourgeois intellectuals (especially the Surrealists). 97 Although Breton, Louis 
Aragon, Paul Eluard and Pierre Unik joined the French Communist Party (PCF) in 1927, it 
became all too apparent that the goals of Surrealism and those of the Communist Party were 
incompatible. In the end, Aragon renounced Surrealism for Communism, while Breton, 
unwilling to abandon his goals for the movement, sided with Surrealism. Following Breton’s 
short-lived engagement with the PCF, he was involved with the non-Stalinist revolutionary left 
                                                 
95 For more on Surrealism and thought photography, see: Poivert, "Images De La Pensée.” 
96 Fionna Barber, “Surrealism 1924-1929,” 427.  
97 Ibid., 434. See also: Walter Benjamin, “Surrealism: The Last Snapshot of the European Intelligentsia,” in Walter 
Benjamin: Selected Writings Volume 2, 1927-1930, eds., Michael W. Jennings, Marcus Bullock, Howard Eiland, 
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and began to articulate a new set of revolutionary goals for Surrealism. These goals were laid out 
in the Second Surrealist Manifesto (1929).98  
Our allegiance to the principle of historical materialism . . . there is no way to play on 
these words. So long as that depends solely on us – I mean provided communism does 
not look upon us merely as so many strange animals intended to be exhibited strolling 
about and gaping suspiciously in its ranks – we shall prove ourselves fully capable of 
doing our duty as revolutionaries.99  
 
Published in the final issue of La Révolution Surréaliste, the Second Manifesto signaled a shift in 
the movement; a shift that took center stage in the second Surrealist journal, Le Surréalisme au 
service de la Révolution (Surrealism at the Service of the Revolution, 1930–33). According to 
Fiona Barber, the new emphasis on historical materialism brought with it a shift from the 
products of automatism (like cameraless photographs) to “the more accessible oneiric or 
illusionistic Surrealism,” she continued, “the material for this was drawn from the irrational 
relations of material objects perceived in the external world rather than directly from the 
unconscious.”100 So, while cameraless photography in its early years (1924–26) came to 
represent the aesthetics of Surrealism’s desired transformation of perceived and material reality 
by combining Freud and Marx, it did so by referencing a set of ideas about automatism and 
access to the unconscious mind. With the so-called “crisis of Surrealism” in 1929, and the 
movement’s embrace of Breton’s particular brand of revolutionary politics, the cameraless 
photograph was no longer viable as a product of automatism, though it would continue to be 
                                                 
98 André Breton, “Second Manifeste du Surréalisme,” La Révolution Surréaliste no 12, (Dec. 1929): 1-17.  
99 Breton, “Second Manifesto of Surrealism,” in Manifestoes of Surrealism, 117-187, 142. As Fiona Barber has 
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to privilege the needs of the Party. See: Barber, “Surrealism 1924-1929,” 435. 
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published in other Surrealist journals.101 In order for cameraless photography to retain its 
standing as a plastique surréaliste, it was necessary to abandon its connection to automatism, and 
instead embrace the “material objects” of later Surrealism that were always already present in 
Man Ray’s cameraless photographs. Man Ray later called them “Surrealist objects.”102 If the 
cameraless photograph, as produced by Man Ray, was aligned early on with automatism, then 
Surrealism’s shift in emphasis at the end of the decade meant that the narrative and currency 
around the cameraless photograph shifted as well. Featured early on in the pages of La 
Révolution Surréaliste, cameraless photography did not appear in the pages of the second 
Surrealist journal, Le Surréalisme au Service de la Révolution. Although Man Ray was never an 
official member of the group, he nonetheless continued to publish his photographs in their 
publications. And indeed, several of his experimental photographs were published in Le 
Surréalisme au Service de la Révolution (1930–33), but tellingly, none were cameraless.  
The same images that were viewed by the Surrealists as incompatible with radical politics 
after 1927 were championed in the mid-1920s by artists and critics working in the Constructivist 
orbit. As discussed above, the progressive artists involved in the concurrent social and political 
revolution in Central Europe and the Soviet Union were similarly concerned with the 
introduction of new creative forms that found their basis, to a greater or lesser degree, in radical 
politics related to Communism. They too turned with excitement to cameraless photography as a 
means of creating a new, socially productive art that looked not to the unconscious mind, but to 
                                                 
101 On the “crisis of Surrealism” in 1929, see: Raymond Spiteri, “Surrealism and Its Discontents: Georges Bataille, 
Georges Ribemont-Dessaignes, and the 1929 Crisis of Surrealism,” French History and Civilization: Papers from 
the George Rudé Seminar, eds., Briony Neilson and Robert Aldrich, vol. 4 (2011): 145-156. 
102 On the Surrealist object, see: André Breton, “The Surrealist Situation of the Object” (1935) in Manifestoes of 
Surrealism, 255-278; and “The Crisis of the Object” (1936), in Surrealism and Painting (1965), trans. Simon 
Watson-Taylor (New York: Harper & Row, 1972), 275-281. Photography historian David Bate has discussed the 
Surrealist object and its relevance to photography in: David Bate, Photography and Surrealism: Sexuality, 
Colonialism and Social Dissent (London: I. B. Tauris, 2011). 
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science and technology. As such, the cameraless works of those aligned with Constructivism 
were aesthetically different from the Surrealists, because they tended toward an abstraction based 
in the geometric forms of Constructivism and De Stijl or the light abstractions associated with 
experimental film. Unlike their Surrealist colleagues, those interested in Constructivism saw 
cameraless photography as an innovative form that could be put to a variety of creative and 
practical uses. While the Surrealists tended to include cameraless photographs as singular 
images, as a form of plastique surréaliste, those affiliated with Constructivism—Moholy-Nagy 
and Stepanova, saw that the medium had a variety of creative and practical applications. When 
used in conjunction with typography and graphic design, cameraless photography had the 
capacity to reach a vast populace, but more importantly, it had the capacity to help the populace 
understand the modern world. It could therefore fulfill its revolutionary objectives as part of the 
larger push for visual literacy. 
 
2. Cameraless Photography: Technologized Abstraction  
It has been suggested by art historian Leah Dickerman that abstract art was accompanied 
by a “parallel papery world,” which took the form of writings, statements, manifestos, 
catalogues, lectures, and other texts that accompanied and explained abstract works of art.  103 
Cameraless photography was not immune to this tendency, as writers and critics struggled to 
describe its inherent abstraction. Was it photography, or was it closer to recent trends in abstract 
painting? Not surprisingly, references to abstraction occurred repeatedly as writers and critics 
searched for ways to explain this new cameraless form. Without apt visual comparisons or a 
proper photographic vocabulary, many continued to look to modern painting as a way of 
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understanding and describing cameraless photography’s dematerialization. After all, abstract 
photography, as an artistic rather than scientific phenomenon, had no precedent from which to 
draw.  
How then did artists and critics describe the process and its relationship to abstraction? 
On one hand, a reliance on the vocabulary of painting was widely felt. Harold Loeb, for example, 
described the process as “truly painting with light.” There were also attempts to position 
cameraless photography with regard to Wassily Kandinsky’s writing about abstraction and 
spirituality, or Clive Bell’s articulation of “significant form.” Many artists and critics believed 
that cameraless photography’s abstraction brought photography ever closer to modernism. Art 
historians have long equated cameraless photography with abstraction; this section will show that 
artists and critics were already making these connections in the mid-1920s. Indeed, as art 
historian Susan Laxton has suggested:  
In releasing photography from semblance, avant-garde manipulation of the photogram 
process broadened the possibilities of photographic practice, opening it to a consideration 
of the substance of the medium. But more important was the resulting expansion of 
abstraction, for the photogram’s inversion of perceptual codes harnessed non-objective 
art to avant-garde intervention in support of a revolution with ambitions to shape life, 
rather than merely mirror it, through a broadening of sensory perception and an insistence 
on the concrete substance of the photographic medium.104 
 
Although interest in abstraction was widespread by the 1920s, its use was more limited in 
photography. In Czechoslovakia, however, amateur photographers were introduced to avant-
garde photographic experiments by Karel Teige, who promoted such work in his 1922 essay 
“Foto Kino Film.” Recall that Teige had taken a particular interest in the poetic quality of Man 
Ray’s cameraless photography. Czech photographer Jaromír Funke was among those influenced 
by this new form of photography. According to Witkovsky, he found in Man Ray’s cameraless 
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work a bridge between his own “ambitious amateurism, on the one hand, and avant-garde 
painting and photography on the other—principally Cubism and the photogram.”105 While 
Funke’s later Abstract Photo series (produced with a camera between 1927–29) successfully 
brought together the worlds of amateur photography and the avant-garde, it was Man Ray’s 
cameraless work that provided a model based in photographic abstraction. This is a significant 
point because it shows that amateur photography and its publications were attempting to 
reconcile themselves with the radical work of the avant-garde.  
In an unpublished review dated to 1924, Funke responded to Teige’s “Foto Kino Film” 
essay by lamenting the fact that amateur photographers paid so little attention to “new art 
anthologies and magazines [that] are showing, lately, the beauty of . . . pure photography.”106 
Charmed by Man Ray’s cameraless photographs, Funke marveled that “they did not want to be 
art photographs but to convince [us] how photography can show the beauty of the object.”107 
Man Ray’s cameraless work, with its synthesis of Cubist abstraction and everyday objects, made 
it a model for the future of artistic photography. With regard to abstraction, the amateur 
photography movement was looking at last to avant-garde experiments like cameraless 
photography as a means of transforming photography’s relationship to art.  
The German photographer Erwin Quedenfeldt was interested in cameraless photography 
as a potential bridge between photography and Kandinsky’s writings on abstraction. 
Quedenfeldt’s 1926 essay, “Das Lichtbild ohne Kamera” (Photography Without a Camera), 
appeared in the German photography magazine Photofreund.108 In addition to his interest in 
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photography, Quedenfeldt was an educator who worked in a Pictorialist style well into the 1920s. 
By the late 1920s, however, he had developed a theory of “abstract ‘Lichtbildkunst’” that 
became his approach to abstract (object-less) photography (fig. 2-12).109 He was influenced by 
Kandinsky’s ideas on abstraction and hoped to bring those ideas to photography.110  
In “Das Lichtbild ohne Kamera,” Quedenfeldt systematically laid out his argument about 
cameraless photography and its potential for abstraction. His discussion began with the earliest 
known use of the medium: Heinrich Schulze’s discovery of the light sensitive properties of silver 
nitrate in 1727.111 He argued that cameraless photography should be viewed in terms of a push 
toward abstraction, which could only be achieved by moving beyond representation. He 
criticized Man Ray’s cameraless work, citing Harold Loeb’s (1924) discussion in Das 
Kunstblatt, for stopping short of pure abstraction. For example, in Man Ray’s early camera 
photographs nature always took the dominant role over the ideas of the artist, and hence did not 
reflect the spirituality of pure abstraction. Regarding his own experiments with cameraless 
processes, which Quedenfeldt felt were more successful in this regard, he noted: “I created, by 
purely photographic means, formal compositions that no longer existed in nature.”112 He 
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believed that for the photographic artist, cameraless (or abstract) photography was a new means 
of expressing their spiritual values.113 Here the influence of Kandinsky’s treatise on abstraction, 
On the Spiritual in Art (1912), is evident.114 Although the impact of Kandinsky’s book was 
already widely felt, Quedenfeldt was attempting to bring his ideas to the stagnant field of 
photography—a field that had yet to fully synthesize abstraction and “spiritual values” in its 
work. The reference to Harold Loeb’s 1924 essay, “Photographie ohne Kamera,” in Das 
Kunstblatt suggested that Quedenfeldt was actively engaged in thinking through the question of 
photography’s relevance in the modern world and its ability to express the spirit of a new era. 
If Quedenfeldt was specifically concerned with positing abstraction as a means of 
breaking from photography’s stagnation and “soul-destroying naturalismus,” he did so nearly 
two years after Harold Loeb’s similarly titled essay “Photographie ohne Kamera” (fig. 2-1).115 In 
his 1924 essay, Loeb praised Man Ray’s 1922 portfolio Les Champs délicieux as “the first 
example of abstract photography.”116 Loeb was among the first to publish the early cameraless 
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experiments of Man Ray and Moholy-Nagy in his magazine Broom in 1923, along with Moholy-
Nagy’s essay “Light—A Medium of Plastic Expression.” As noted above, Paul Westheim and 
Das Kunstblatt had a long history of advocating for new art, especially Expressionism and other 
forms of abstraction. It is not surprising, then, that Westheim included an essay by Loeb on the 
confluence of abstraction and photography.  
For Loeb, the primary condition of modern painting was the balance of form and its 
harmony with color, while its ability to reproduce the outside world or evoke literary sentiment 
was secondary. He felt this condition was exemplified in the painting of Paul Cézanne and 
ultimately in Cubist painting.117 Cameraless photography was successful in Loeb’s view because 
it was the only form of photography to break from the medium’s ties to representation to produce 
new (abstract) forms; a condition brought about by cameraless photography’s articulation of light 
effects. He described them as, “[t]he projection of light through space onto objects, through 
objects that, in this manner, are depicted in new forms, forms that never before existed and 
whose reality is only visible in the finished, automatically-produced image.”118 This new reality 
created by cameraless photography was made possible by the convergence of abstraction and 
photography, which he later described as “truly painting with light.”119  
The emphasis on cameraless photography’s abstraction and its connection to spirituality 
and “aesthetic feeling” was also expressed in the pages of the British fashion magazine Vogue. 
Vogue published short articles on Man Ray’s cameraless photographs in March and November of 
1925 (fig. 2-13). From the early 1920s, Man Ray had published examples of his cameraless work 
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in both popular and avant-garde publications thanks to his ongoing work in fashion and 
portraiture. These connections facilitated the publication of his cameraless photographs 
throughout the 1920s. As previously noted, the English art critic Clive Bell, who was writing for 
British Vogue in the mid-1920s, was an early defender of abstraction.120 Though unsigned, we 
can assume that Bell likely wrote the brief text on Man Ray’s cameraless work, in which he 
suggested that they were the photographic equivalent of abstract painting.121 The essay, entitled 
“Some Photographs Made Without a Camera: Man Ray's Masterpieces in Velvet Black and 
Gray,” positioned the work in the context of abstraction, but also, interestingly, in the context of 
amateur photographic pastimes. “The pictures,” according to Bell, “qualify as abstract and 
resulting from this theory are now their photographic equivalent.”122 He also noted that this new 
process, “used by children (to make leaf prints) is used here by a great artist. Banal objects are 
given expressive and amusing new form, that one can vary at will by modifying their relative 
positions compared to the source of light which animates them.”123 Cameraless photography’s 
connection to the popular did not diminish its status as art. Bell believed that abstraction found 
its basis in “aesthetic emotion,” which was stimulated by “significant form.”124 In the context of 
Bell’s broader articulation of abstraction, his understanding of Man Ray’s photographs as 
grounded in the same sort of abstraction as modern painting is noteworthy.  
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 The Dresden based art critic, Will Grohmann, writing in Das Kunstblatt in 1926, also 
spoke of light as the primary vehicle for cameraless photography’s abstraction.125 In the short 
text, “Zu Man Ray,” Grohmann came to view cameraless photography as a synthesis of light and 
abstraction that made use of the technological medium of photography.126 According to 
Grohmann, since the (Cubist) painter constructs an image from form and color, “[w]hy shouldn’t 
the photographer construct an image out of light, light-sensitive surfaces, and objects, abstract 
figurations [Gebilde] composed of form and light.”127 Lamenting that photography lagged behind 
painting and continued to compete with it, he suggested that new possibilities in photography 
could be achieved through the mastery and proper utilization of all optical and chemical means. 
In this regard, Grohmann noted that Moholy-Nagy was simultaneously experimenting with 
cameraless photography and obtaining “related” results by bringing together art and 
technology.128 
 Grohmann recognized that the primary condition of Moholy-Nagy’s cameraless 
photography was to be found in their articulation of light. Moholy-Nagy’s images were the most 
dematerialized of the interwar experiments with the medium. In his 1926 essay, “Fotoplastische 
Reklame,” Moholy-Nagy argued that cameraless photographs should not refer to outside sources. 
Unlike Man Ray, who tended to include recognizable objects in his cameraless experiments, 
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Moholy-Nagy hoped to eliminate all external reference. In “Fotoplastische Reklame,” he spoke 
of cameraless photography as a pure (light) form: 
The elementary function of photographic procedures consists in the control of light 
intensities, in the transposition of black into white, in the transitions from lightness into 
darkness. The optical miracle of black into white is to result from the dematerialized 
radiation of light without any literary secrets or secret associations, through the 
elimination of pigment and texture. All secondary and imitative effects, even the very 
memory of them, are to be excluded.129  
 
These associations were directly linked to science and technology, but also to the cosmic and 
modern art’s emphasis on space, movement, and form, all of which influenced his cameraless 
photographs.130 Ultimately, he sought to use light in a sovereign manner, as a painter would use 
paint. The “dematerialized” nature of photography, and cameraless photography in particular, 
made it the perfect medium for capturing the movement of objects through space, thus creating 
photographic abstractions with no visible ties to the outside world.   
Moholy-Nagy made a similar argument regarding cameraless photography’s connection 
to abstraction in Malerei Photographie Film. In a section of the book that dealt with the question 
of the objective and nonrepresentational (“Über das Gegenständliche und Gegenstandlose”), 
Moholy-Nagy suggested that cameraless photography held promise for abstract 
(nonrepresentational) painters (gegenstandlosen Malerei), like himself, to revolutionize their 
work: “[a] ‘nonrepresentational’ painter needs no special courage to embrace the art of creative 
presentation as provided today by photography and the film”131 To make the point, a double-
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page spread juxtaposed a recent cameraless photograph with his abstract painting Construction 
K˟ (fig. 2-14). While writers and critics struggled to understand and position the “new” medium, 
and therefore often looked to the established discourse around abstract painting as a means for 
understanding it, Moholy-Nagy made those connections plain by illustrating visually his 
transition from abstract painting to cameraless photography, and from an understanding of 
facture as texture to facture as a means of working with light.132 In this sense, Moholy-Nagy 
conceived of the “light composition,” made possible by cameraless photography but ultimately 
realized in film, as an inherently abstract medium that brought the productive use of the 
technology of photography to abstraction.133  
 Other pronouncements from this period equated cameraless photography with abstraction 
and modern painting. Dadaist turned Surrealist, Georges Ribemont-Dessaignes writing in Les 
Feuilles libres (1925), called Man Ray’s cameraless photographs “the idyllic entanglement of 
abstractions in the form of forms.”134 While fellow Surrealist Robert Desnos, writing in 1923, 
was struck by their abstraction and, lacking a better term, called them simply “abstract 
photographs.”135 Thora Dardel, a journalist married to a Swedish painter living in Paris, was an 
early advocate of Man Ray’s photography, often buying and commissioning his work to 
accompany her Parisian reports in the popular Swedish weekly Bonniers Veckotidning.136 She 
                                                 
Malerei Photographie Film, 11 (15). I have used the term nonrepresentational in keeping with recent scholarship. 
On the term “gegenstandlos” and its often inaccurate English translation as “non-objective,” see: Rose-Carol 
Washton Long, “Non-Objective,” in Guggenheim Museum Collection, A to Z, ed., Nancy Spector (New York: The 
Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation, 2000), 256. 
132 For more on the ways that facture was discussed and carried through in Malerei Photographie Film’s design, see: 
Üte Bruning, “Fakturensuche zu einem Bauhausbuch: Malerei, Photographie, Film (1925) von László Moholy-
Nagy,” in Autopsie: deutschsprachige Fotobücher 1918-1945, eds. Manfred Heiting, Roland Jaeger, and Hans 
Rudolf Gabathuler (Göttingen: Steidl Verlag, 2014), 164-173. 
133 Moholy-Nagy, Malerei Photographie Film, 25 (32). 
134 “l’enchevètrement idyllique d’abstractions en forme de formes.” Georges Ribemont-Dessaignes, “Man Ray” in 
Les Feuilles libres, Paris, (mai-juin 1925): 267-269. 
135 Robert Desnos, “The Work of Man Ray,” in Phillips, Photography in the Modern Era, 8. 
136 For more on Thora Dardel’s relationship to Man Ray, see: Billy Klüver and Julie Martin, “Transatlantic,” in 
Perpetual Motif: The Art of Man Ray, 119. 
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was particularly taken with the cameraless photographs, including three images in a 1925 issue 
of the magazine, under the title, “The Most Modern Photo Art.” Having seen and commissioned 
a range of photographs by Man Ray, she singled out his cameraless work due to its connection to 
modern abstract painting.  
Discussions of cameraless photography’s connection to abstraction were related to 
established ideas about abstraction in modern art, such as those of Kandinsky, as well as the 
emerging discourse surrounding light as a medium of creative expression. With little experience 
looking at or writing about experimental photography, writers turned to the familiar tropes of 
painting. By equating the process with abstract painting, writers introduced a new audience to the 
creative possibilities of photography. For many, cameraless photography’s abstraction had 
broader implications for the revolutions they hoped to initiate. When Moholy-Nagy argued that 
cameraless photography should eliminate all secondary associations, it was not about modernist 
self-reflexivity.137 Rather, by utilizing light and the sensitive plate, Moholy-Nagy hoped to 
expand sensory perception by forcing the viewer to see in a new way and align their senses with 
the modern world. Man Ray’s work was also viewed as an opening, a way of reconciling 
painting and photography, and perhaps also as a means of reconciling the radical 
experimentation of the avant-garde with the amateur photography movement. In both cases, 
cameraless photography was understood as a way forward for photography—a new photographic 
form that was no longer tied to semblance and all the better for it.   
 
                                                 
137 The argument that Moholy-Nagy’s cameraless photographs were experiments in formalism has been put forward 
by numerous scholars, including Abigail Solomon-Godeau and Herbert Molderings. See: Abigail Solomon-Godeau, 
“The Armed Vision Disarmed: Radical Formalism from Weapon to Style,” in The Contest of Meaning: Critical 
Histories of Photography, ed. Richard Bolton (Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 1989), 82-107; Molderings, “Light 
Years of a Life: The Photogram in the Aesthetic of László Moholy-Nagy.” Eleanor Hight has challenged the 
formalist reading of Moholy-Nagy’s work in her book, Picturing Modernism.  
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3. Cameraless Photography and/as “Art Photography” 
Cameraless photography promised a different kind of visual art, an art that was both 
intriguingly simple and intellectually complex—it was abstract and yet remarkably concrete, it 
was technological but required no camera, it was basic but required a keen artistic eye, it was 
unique but could be easily reproduced. Despite these conditions, which were so intriguing to 
artists and critics, the process found little traction among amateur photography enthusiasts. Yet, 
the amateur photography movement, built around the amateur photography clubs of the 1890s, 
had promoted an aesthetically minded approach to photography through an emphasis on rarified 
technique with an eye to fine art.138 The work emerging from photography clubs, known as 
Pictorialism or “art photography” in much of Central Europe, favored an expressive, often soft-
focused approach with elaborate printing techniques intended to counter the cold mechanical 
nature of documentary and professional photography and mirror the aesthetics of painting.139 
Painterly in approach and romantic in subject, Pictorialism favored established subjects that 
included landscape, portraiture, still life, and subjects from history. Needless to say, institutions 
that supported amateur photography—salons, exhibitions, and magazines—were slower to view 
cameraless photography as a viable form of art photography. It was anathema to a group of 
                                                 
138 Matthew Witkovsky’s book Foto: Modernity in Central Europe, 1918-1945 provides a valuable overview of “art 
photography” (kunstphotographie) in Central Europe and its influence on modern photography. See also: Prodger, 
Impressionist Camera.   
139 The term “Pictorialism” was derived from Peter Henry Emerson’s 1886 essay “Photography, A Pictorial 
Art,” where he defended photography as a visual art. See: Peter Henry Emerson, “Photography, A  
Pictorial Art,” The Amateur Photographer 3 (March 19, 1886): 138-139, reprinted in Beaumont Newhall, 
 ed., Photography: Essays and Images (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1980), 159-162. For more 
on Pictorialism see: Peter C. Bunnell, ed., A Photographic Vision: Pictorial Photography, 1889-1923 (Salt  
Lake City: Peregrine Smith, 1980); Christian A. Peterson, After the Photo Secession: American Pictorial  
Photography, 1910-1955 (Minneapolis: The Minneapolis Institute of Arts, in association with W.W.  
Norton,1997); W. I. Homer, Alfred Stieglitz and the Photo-Secession (Boston: Little, Brown and Co.,  
1983); Alison Nordström, TruthBeauty: Picorialism and the Photograph as Art, 1845-1945 (Vancouver:  
Vancouver Art Gallery in association with Douglas and McIntyre, 2008). On Pictorialism in Europe, see:  
Phillip Prodger, ed., Impressionist Camera: Pictorial Photography in Europe, 1888-1918 (London: Merrell  
Publishers, 2006). For a discussion of the transition from “art photography” to the New Vision in Europe, 
see: Witkovsky, Foto: Modernity in Central Europe, 1918-1945. 
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photographers who prided themselves on their skill with cameras, lenses, and printing 
techniques.  
Cameraless photography’s practitioners were, by and large, visual artists rather than 
photographers, and therefore had little patience for the so-called “art photography.” These artists 
and critics in the mid-1920s lamented “art photography” and its preference for hazy, romantic 
images that relied on tricks and manipulations for the sake of “art.” Moholy-Nagy, for example, 
illustrated a Pictorialist photograph by Alfred Stieglitz in Malerei Photographie Film with the 
following caption: “The triumph of Impressionism or photography misunderstood. The 
photographer has become a painter.”140 The notion that art photography “misunderstood” 
photography’s essential characteristics was a common theme in the writings of the period.  
Man Ray was less vocal in his pronouncements, but no less disdainful of Pictorialism and 
“art photography.” In his short essay “Deceiving Appearances,” he declared, “I maintain that 
photography is not artistic! Grievance for some, praise for others. A form of expression is only 
capable of evolution and transformation to the degree that it is not artistic.”141 Surrealist René 
Crevel felt that Pictorialist photography was regressive and should be replaced with a modern 
form of (cameraless) photography that no longer relied on either “meticulous narration” or an 
emulation of painting.142 Karel Teige also weighed in on cameraless photography’s opposition to 
“art photography” in his comments about Man Ray, who, he believed, “was the first to bring 
photography to the level of great visual art. He liberated his photography from the fallacies of art 
                                                 
140 “Der Sieg des Impressionismus oder die mißverstandene Photographie. Der Photograph ist Maler geworden.” 
Original emphasis. Moholy-Nagy, Malerei Photographie Film, 40 (49). In the second 1927 edition, Moholy-Nagy 
added the words, “anstatt seinen Apparat fotografisch zu benutzen.” (“instead of using his camera 
photographically.”), Malerei Fotografie Film (1927), 47.  
141 Man Ray, “Deceiving Appearances,” in Phillips, Photography in the Modern Era, 12. Originally published in 
Paris Soir, March 23, 1926.  
142 Réne Crevel, “Le Miroir aux objets,” L’Art vivant, XIV (July 15, 1925): 23-24. 
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photography by simply doing away with art photography altogether.”143 As late as 1926, the 
categories “art photography” and “visual art” were understood as distinctly separate from one 
another. By the mid-1920s, however, cameraless photography seemed poised to bridge the 
divide.  
Although cameraless photography was most often discussed as an avant-garde art form, 
for those affiliated with photography magazines it held promise for rethinking photography’s 
approach to art. Central European writers Erwin Quedenfeldt and Jana Mieczysławski, both of 
whom were aligned with Pictorialism and “art photography,” looked to cameraless photography 
as a means for expressing the sort of emotional values that Pictorialists strove for in their hazy 
soft-focus photographs.144 Man Ray’s work was seen as a step in the right direction, but 
Quedenfeldt criticized him for stopping short of complete abstraction. According to a 1919 
review by Will and Carine Cadby, Quedenfeldt was convinced even in 1919 that photography 
should represent the “revolutionary spirit of a new era.”145 If art photography was to move 
forward with the times, it must reflect the revolutionary spirit of the era, which, for Quedenfeldt, 
was abstraction.  
Mieczysławski’s 1924 essay “Photography as Art,” published in the Polish popular 
photography magazine Światłocień (Chiaroscuro), introduced cameraless photography as part of 
a larger exposition on photography as art.146 Światłocień, the organ of the Central Association of 
Photographic Societies in Poland, exposed its readers to the latest trends in photography in the 
hopes of encouraging Poland’s burgeoning photo artists. Mieczysławski was primarily concerned 
                                                 
143 Karel Teige, “The Aesthetics of Film and Cinégraphie,” in Cinema All The Time, 150. Originally published as: 
Karel Teige, “Estetikafilme a kinografie,” Host 3. 6-7 (April 1924): 143-152. 
144 For further discussion, see: Rolf H. Krauss, “The Spiritual in Photography, or: The Photographic Path to 
Abstraction,” 105-117. 
145 Cadby, “London Letter,” 277.    
146 Jana Mieczysławski, “Kwestia zasadnicza: sztuka albo nie sztuka? Część I zarysu estetyki fotografii,” 
Światłocień, no. 3-6 (1924):  58-62.   
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with whether photography could truly be called an art form, and thus set out to define the 
conditions that constitute a work of art and whether those conditions existed in photography. 
This particular issue of Światłocień illustrated the influence of avant-garde artistic developments 
in Constructivism, Suprematism, Formism, and the Blok group on amateur photography.147 
Increasingly concerned with testing the limits of art photography, the magazine published a 
series of essays that considered an evolving set of concerns, such as the 1923 “Modern Art 
Photography.” In this context, the discussion in Światłocień of cameraless photography was part 
of the question regarding what, specifically, constituted art photography and whether cameraless 
photography might fit, and possibly expand, that criteria. According to photography historian 
Krzysztof Jurecki, as an amateur photography magazine, Światłocień was primarily interested in 
furthering Pictorialist photography, rather than avant-garde art, so the use of cameraless 
photography among its members remained an open question.148 
 In Berlin, an otherwise unidentified author, Dr. A. G., introduced Heinrich Spaemann of 
Berlin and Carl Straub of Stuttgart, two artists working without a camera in the German 
magazine Photographie für Alle, a quasi-technical magazine that shared current experiments in 
photography and new techniques, processes, and equipment with their readers.149 In this 1926 
essay, the author discussed how the camera lens mediated photographic vision without paying 
attention to the possibilities of the photographic layer itself. The examples by little-known 
                                                 
147 Avant-garde groups in Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Yugoslavia had already developed an intense early interest 
in photomontage (1922-1924), however, they paid little attention to cameraless photography. See: Witkovsky, Foto: 
Modernity in Central Europe, 1918-1945; Birgus, Czech Photographic Avant-Garde, 1918-1948. 
148 Krzysztof Jurecki has noted, “Avant-garde photography was being done by artists in other fields, but Polish 
pictorialists and representatives of the classical avant-garde were completely isolated from each other. Thus 
photography publications would have spilled little, if any, ink on avant-garde experiments with photography. 
Indeed, as Jurecki has suggested, “It should be noted that ‘new photography’ virtually did not exist in Poland, where 
few artists were aware of the possibilities presented by modernist photography, including the ‘straight’ variety.” See: 
Krzysztof Jurecki, "The History of Polish Photography to 1990," accessed August 9, 2015. www.culture.pl. 
149 Dr. A. G., “Photographische Graphik,” Photographie für Alle 18 (Berlin 1926): 284-285. 
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photographers Spaemann and Straub served to illustrate the author’s discussion of the artistic 
possibilities of the projection of light on and through objects placed directly on the sensitized 
paper. In his explanation of the process, the author made no mention of the fact that Spaemann 
and Straub were students at the Bauhaus, where they likely took Moholy-Nagy’s preliminary 
course. It is hardly surprising that their artistic training was not mentioned, but it is worth 
remembering that in his teaching of the preliminary course, Moholy-Nagy encouraged 
experimentation with cameraless photography as part of students’ foundational training in 
methods, skills, and materials.150  
The cameraless images reproduced in the article were remarkably sophisticated in their 
use of such objects as glasses, crystals, prisms, wire, and liquids that refract light to produce 
startling new effects (figs. 2-15 and 2-16). The subtle gradations of light and dark created by 
various mediating agents were used to artistic effect by Spaemann and Straub. Published several 
years after Moholy-Nagy’s arrival at the Bauhaus, and a year after the publication of his book, 
Malerei Photographie Film, this brief article indicated Moholy-Nagy’s growing influence. 
Though the author does not mention Moholy-Nagy or his book directly, he was more than likely 
aware of it. The author echoed Moholy-Nagy, in his suggestion that the process might be used 
for a variety of purposes, including poster production. By 1926, photography magazines, so long 
the exclusive domain of amateur and professional photographers, were beginning to take notice 
of cameraless photography due in large part to artists like Moholy-Nagy. 
 As these and other writings illustrate, by the mid-1920s cameraless photography was 
viewed as a potential bridge between the amateur photography movement and the interwar 
avant-garde. Both artists and photographers looked to cameraless photography as a means of 
                                                 
150 On Moholy-Nagy’s use of cameraless photography in the preliminary course, see: Hight, “Light: Medium and 
Message,” Picturing Modernism, 77-80. 
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furthering photography’s status as an art form, thus making clear that the divide between art and 
photography was shrinking and would soon be indistinguishable. 
 
4. Cameraless Photography and The Technological Imagination  
[T]his reality of our century is Technology—the invention, construction and maintenance 
of the machine. To be a user of machines is to be of the spirit of this century. It has 
replaced the transcendental spiritualism of past eras. . . Before the machine, everyone is 
equal—I can use it, so can you—it can crush me and the same can happen to you. There 
is no tradition in technology, no consciousness of class or standing. Everybody can be the 
machine’s master or its slave. . . This is our century—technology, machine, socialism. . . 
Art expresses the spirit of our times. . . The art of our century, its mirror and its voice, is 
Constructivism.151 
 
 This statement, often mistakenly attributed to Moholy-Nagy, appeared in the Hungarian 
magazine Ma in May 1923. It reflects the importance that those working in the Constructivist 
orbit, including Moholy-Nagy, placed on technology in the production of contemporary art. This 
perception of technology, and the celebration of machine culture that was being advocated as late 
as 1923, was deeply informed by political beliefs and a desire to produce a socially viable art. 
The celebration of modern technology was shared by many Constructivists and Dadaists who 
saw themselves as engineers, rather than artists, looking to new art forms based in technology to 
express the spirit of the times. Many art historians, among them Long and Hight, have 
commented that Moholy-Nagy’s interest in (cameraless) photography was the “logical outgrowth 
of his interest in merging art and technology.”152 By using photography in innovative ways—
using the sensitive plate to capture light effects, for instance—the medium could bring about new 
                                                 
151 Italics in original. Often mistakenly attributed to Moholy-Nagy, thanks to its inclusion in Richard Kostelanetz’s, 
Moholy-Nagy: An Anthology, 185-186, “Constructivism and the Proletariat” appeared in Hungarian in Ma in May 
1923. According to Victor Margoln, the essay was actually written by Egon Engelein, a Hungarian Bauhaus student. 
See: Victor Margolin, The Struggle for Utopia, 66, n. 70. 
152 Rose-Carol Washton Long, “From Metaphysics to Material Culture: Painting and Photography at the Bauhaus,” 
in Bauhaus Culture: From Weimar To The Cold War, ed. Kathleen James-Chakraborty (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2006), 51. Eleanor Hight has also discussed these connections. See: Hight, Picturing Modernism.  
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ways of seeing “and hence a new vision of utopia, as art was one means of invigorating the 
mind.”153  
For Moholy-Nagy and others, cameraless photography was the perfect expression of the 
merging of art and technology. While some might argue that cameraless photography was, by its 
very nature, anti-technological, for Moholy-Nagy it was inherently tied to the culture of 
technology: it partook of advancements in photographic technology, but also, importantly, 
electric light. By the early 1920s, he and others—like Karel Teige—viewed the technological 
medium of photography as the democratic medium of the future.154 Moholy-Nagy believed 
photography, but especially cameraless photography, could aid in expanding sensory perception 
by providing the necessary tools for understanding the modern technologized world. Teige was 
similarly driven by a desire for social change and felt that photography was the best tool. In 
“Foto Kino Film” (1922), Teige argued that cameraless photography was one of the forms that 
held the most potential for the future, because it allowed photography to gain its own 
“independent and competent language.”155 This notion was echoed by Moholy-Nagy, who 
believed that photography should make effective use of its inherent (technological) 
characteristics—light and the sensitive plate.  
Karel Teige and the Czech Devětsil group continued their early interest in cameraless 
photography with the inclusion of work by Man Ray and Moholy-Nagy in their Brno based 
publication Pásmo (The Zone). Man Ray’s whimsical cameraless image of a crudely constructed 
face appeared on the cover of Pásmo’s 1926 issue, emphasizing the sort of creative play that 
                                                 
153 Long, “From Metaphysics to Material Culture,” 51.  
154 Susan Laxton has noted: “[p]hotographic images were part of a paper culture that was only made possible by 
technologies of mass production, and although photograms [cameraless photographs] were unique images, their 
status as the results of transient photographic processes made them signifiers of the everyday experience of 
modernity.” See: Susan Laxton, “White Shadows,” 333. 
155 Karel Teige, “Photo Cinema Film” (1922), in Cinema All the Time, 132.  
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cameraless photography engendered (fig. 2-17). 156 Teige and Moholy-Nagy shared an interest in 
photography and film. While Teige’s 1922 essay “Foto Kino Film” (Photo Cinema Film) 
anticipated Moholy-Nagy’s 1925 book Malerei Photographie Film, Teige excerpted heavily 
from the book in a 1925 issue of Pásmo. The same issue included Moholy-Nagy’s essay 
“Richtlinien für eine synthetische Zeitschrift” (Guidelines for a Synthetic Journal), which laid 
out his vision for a synthetic journal that would deal with all aspects of human activity.157 The 
issue also included Teige’s essay on the aesthetics of film, which referenced Man Ray’s 
cameraless photographs as a model for experimental film. Although the issue did not reproduce 
examples by either Man Ray or Moholy-Nagy, their cameraless photographs appeared in 
subsequent issues between 1924 and 1926. For Teige, cameraless photography represented a 
disavowal of what came before, and because it allowed photography to develop its own 
independent language, it helped to establish photography as the technological medium of the 
future.  
Moholy-Nagy’s Malerei Photographie Film [hereafter MPF] was the most important text 
on cameraless photography from this period.158 The book built on his earlier writings and 
allowed him to fully articulate his thinking about photography and film, two mediums that were 
still relatively new to him.159 In its pages, he argued for a productive use of photography, 
elaborating on his belief that light was the key to (cameraless) photography. Although light could 
                                                 
156 According to Witkovsky, Devětsil brought together ideas from Poetism and Constructivism through an emphasis 
on unmitigated creative play and new forms of creativity freed from “aesthetics, tradition, or individual sentiment.” 
Matthew S. Witkovsky, “Karel Teige: Construction, Poetry, Jazz,” in Avant-Garde Art in Everyday Life, 100. 
157 László Moholy-Nagy, “Richtlinien für eine synthetische Zeitschrift," Pásmo (Brno) 1:7-8 (1925): 5. 
158 László Moholy-Nagy, Malerei Photographie Film (1925).   
159 He first suggested cameraless photography’s connection to technology and technological mediums in the 1922 
essay “Production—Reproduction.”  Following shortly after “Production—Reproduction,” the 1923 essay “Light—
A Medium of Plastic Expression,” put forward the notion that light was the key to (cameraless) photography. 
Around the same, (1922) he published the Book of New Artists, which he co-authored with Lajos Kassak, as a 
celebration of the new art and the role of technology and the machine. For a discussion of these two early essays, see 
Chapter I, pages 67-71, 75-76. 
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come from any number of sources, it was electric light that had the most potential for 
photography and film. The connection between cameraless photography and the technological 
was felt nowhere more acutely than at the Dessau Bauhaus, where Moholy-Nagy’s presence 
ensured the integration of the process with the school’s programs.160 In Dessau, Moholy-Nagy 
had access to a proper darkroom and began to experiment in earnest with cameraless 
photography. As co-editor of the Bauhausbücher series, Moholy-Nagy had a platform from 
which to disseminate his ideas about the implications of photography in art, design, and 
society.161  
As an articulation of Moholy-Nagy’s larger worldview, MPF frames cameraless 
photography’s relationship to technology in myriad ways.162 Cameraless photography was 
juxtaposed throughout the book to images of various sorts, including X-rays, abstract painting, 
moving light displays, advertising, and graphic design. The medium’s importance to MPF’s 
overarching message was highlighted on its cover, which featured an abstract cameraless 
photograph, suggesting that photography found its basis in cameraless photography (fig. 2-4). 
Moholy-Nagy believed that only by mastering photography’s materials can the artist move 
toward production: “[c]reative use of this knowledge and these principles will silence those who 
contend that photography is not an ‘art’.”163 His texts, which cover a variety of subjects, made 
                                                 
160 It should be noted that although Moholy-Nagy was actively experimenting with the process and integrating it his 
teaching of the preliminary course, there was not a separate photography course until Walter Peterhans was 
appointed under Hannes Meyer in 1928. See: Fiedler, Photography at the Bauhaus. 
161 His arrival at the Bauhaus coincided with a shift in the school’s emphasis from craft to the production of 
prototypes for industry, and the slogan “Art and Technology: A New Unity,” however, it was only with the school’s 
move to Dessau in 1925 that Moholy-Nagy had access to a proper darkroom. See: Droste, Bauhaus: 1919-1933.  
162 Moholy-Nagy’s approach to technology, and arguably to cameraless photography, was far from simple. 
Borrowing from Constructivism, the Hungarian Ma group, Dada, and De Stijl, it was part a larger worldview that 
looked to biocentrism and the theories of Raoul Francé, as a means of legitimizing the fascination Moholy-Nagy had 
“with technology as an aesthetic model within their essentially nature-based attitudes.” See: Oliver Botar and Isabel 
Wünsche, Biocentrism and Modernism (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2011); and Botar, “László Moholy-Nagy’s New 
Vision.” 
163 “Die schöpferische Verwertung dieser Erkenntnisse und Grundsätze wird der Behauptung, Photographie sei keine 
‘Kunst’, ein Ende machen.” Malerei Photographie Film, 26 (33).  
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this point by articulating the medium’s possibilities and its importance for visualizing a new 
world. It was in MPF that the process was given a definitive name in a section entitled, 
“Photography Without a Camera. The ‘Photogram’.” The newly designated “photogram” was 
made possible by capturing light effects or projecting light through objects of varying 
transparency directly onto the sensitive plate. For Moholy-Nagy, this procedure was the best 
possible medium for articulating new visual relationships and, ultimately, for changing the world 
by bringing humanity’s senses into alignment with the demands of the technological age.  
Throughout the book, Moholy-Nagy brought his discussion back to the cameraless 
photograph as a creative form with unlimited potential. As justification for his own use of 
cameraless photography, he reminded the reader that “[m]en discover new instruments, new 
methods of work, which revolutionize their familiar habits of work.”164 The new medium also 
had a role to play in the future of film. In “Static and Kinetic Optical Composition,” Moholy-
Nagy put forward the argument that moving light effects were a key component in kinetic 
compositions, a phenomenon that could be captured in cameraless photography but that found its 
ultimate realization in film. “Light films which could be shot continuously were introduced in 
the form of the photogram as made by Man Ray and myself. The technical horizon of light-space 
articulation which had previously been difficult to obtain was thereby widened.”165  
Cameraless photography therefore allowed for the reconceptualization of photography as 
the direct action of light on the sensitive plate, which in turn allowed the plate to be separated 
from the camera obscura in order to bring about new visual relationships. X-rays and scientific 
photography were particularly important in this regard and were viewed as models for the future 
                                                 
164 Moholy-Nagy, Malerei Photographie Film, 21 (27). 
165 “eine kurbelbar-kontinuierliche Herstellung solcher Filme wird durch die Art der Photogramme . . . wie sie von 
Man Ray und mir gemacht werden, eingeleitet, und dadurch der technische Horizont einer bis dahin nur mühsam 
gestaltbaren Lichtraumgliederung erweitert.” Ibid., 16 (21). 
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of creative photography.166 To make this point, Moholy-Nagy reproduced two X-ray 
photographs of shells that were paired with cameraless photographs that echo the shapes and 
outlines of forms found in nature (figs. 2-18 and 2-19).167 X-rays, with their connections to 
science and technological advancements, allowed the inner structure, previously unseen by the 
naked eye, to be visualized. Moholy-Nagy was thus suggesting that this new way of seeing and 
visualizing the world was carried forward in cameraless photography.  
These early comparisons were followed by a double-page spread juxtaposing a 
cameraless photograph by Moholy-Nagy with one of his abstract paintings. In so doing, he 
reiterated his contention that the concerns of abstract painters—abstraction, transparency, order, 
precision, and the effects of light and dark—could be translated and transformed by cameraless 
photography (fig. 2-14). The images that followed, a double-page spread with two cameraless 
images, one by Man Ray and one by Moholy-Nagy, and a single cameraless abstraction by Man 
Ray featuring a series of crystals and other indistinguishable objects, illustrated the increasingly 
sophisticated representations made possible by cameraless photography (figs. 2-9 and 2-20). The 
images also served to differentiate between their approaches to the medium, one based in the 
medium’s ability to make recognizable objects mysterious, and the other based in medium’s 
capacity for capturing light effects and abstracting forms.  
                                                 
166 For more on Moholy-Nagy’s privileging of science photography, see: Botar, “László Moholy-Nagy’s New 
Vision”; and Herbert Molderings, “’Revaluating the Way We See Things’: The Photographs, Photograms, 
Photoplastics of László Moholy-Nagy.”  
167 While there is a formal similarity between the images, such pairings reflect the influence of biologist and popular 
science writer, Raoul Francé, and his conception of Biotechnik, particularly in the incorporation of the spiral, which 
appears in the X-ray photographs of shells and is further echoed in Moholy-Nagy’s cameraless photograph. 
According to Botar, Francé’s conception of Biotechnik was based on “the notion that all human technologies had 
their model in seven Grundformen or basic technical forms, to be found in plants and animals.” The book’s 
privileging of science photography, which resonates with new experimental processes like cameraless photography, 




Czech Devětsil artist Vilém Santholzer was, like Teige, enamored of the stark, 
technological beauty of functional photography. Echoing Teige, Santholzer argued that 
photography was beautiful precisely when it was not artistic.168 He praised cameraless 
photography for its similarity to “the beauties of scientific photography,” particularly X-ray 
photographs.169 His 1925 essay, “The Triumphant Beauty of Photography,” was part of an 
unpublished book on mathematics and machines.170 Santholzer marveled throughout the essay at 
various forms of functional photography—aerial and scientific photography, photographs taken 
with a microscope or telescope, and the X-ray—which provided new visual experiences. For 
Santholzer, “[a]ll this competes, in the sphere of pure optical impression with the subjectless 
compositions of Man Ray.”171 For Santholzer, Man Ray’s cameraless works shared the “pure 
optical impression” of functional photography, providing new visual experiences that moved 
beyond “art photography.” He concluded his essay by stating that “nothing new can be expected 
in the future from painted pictures, one need not be cautious when speaking about the 
possibilities of photography.”172  
Cameraless photography’s connection to technology and the technological was further 
emphasized in the so-called Natur/Nasci issue (8/9) of Merz in 1924. The issue was a 
collaboration between Schwitters and Lissitzky that allowed the two artists to explore their 
shared ideas about art—in this instance, the interconnectedness of nature and technology and 
art’s evolving relationship to the machine. It sought to challenge the recent unmitigated 
privileging of the machine in contemporary art and instead looked to work that took from the 
                                                 
168 See: Karel Teige, “Photo Cinema Film”; and Man Ray, “Deceiving Appearances.”   
169 Vilém Santholzer, “The Triumphant Beauty of Photography,” in Phillips, Photography in the Modern Era, 309. 
Original publication: Vilém Santholzer, “Vitzna krása fotografie,” Disk (Prague and Brno), no. 2 (1925): 10.  
170 See: Santholzer, “The Triumphant Beauty of Photography,” 309. 
171 Ibid. 
172 Ibid.  
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“universal laws of nature” by highlighting Raoul Francé’s ideas about biocentricism and the 
seven basic technical forms (Grundformen). Merz’s cover laid the groundwork for the 
discussions that followed: “Nature, from the Latin Nasci, i.e., to become or come into being. 
Everything that through its own force develops, forms or moves.”173 Lissitzky’s opening essay 
reiterated the connection: “The machine has not separated us from nature. Through it, we 
discovered a new nature, hitherto unknown.”174 He went on to suggest that the role of art was no 
longer to represent, but to use the tools technology (the machine) had provided in a constructive 
(or productive) way.175 Appearing just after Lissitizky’s opening essay, a photograph of a crystal 
was reproduced next to a list of terms describing the “basic technical forms of the universe”—
crystal, sphere, plane, rod, strip, spiral, and cone—with a small caption that read: “R. H. Francé” 
(fig. 2-21).176 Francé, a biologist and science writer, was enormously popular in the 1920s. His 
“conception of Biotechnik [bionics] . . . proposed that all human technologies are based in natural 
technologies.”177 Francé’s writing, particularly his belief that models for technology could be 
found in seven technical forms (Grundformen), served to legitimize the fascination that 
Lissitzky, Moholy-Nagy, and other contemporary artists, had with technology.178  
                                                 
173 “Natur von Lat. Nasci D.I. Werden Oder Entstehen Heisst Alles, Was Sich Aus Sich Selbst Durch Eigene Kraft 
Entwickelt Gestaltet Und Bewegt.” Cover of Merz 8/9 (1924). 
174 The essay by Lissitzky appears on the first page of the magazine in German and French: “Die Maschine hat uns 
nicht von der Natur getrennt. Durch sie haben wir eine neue, vorher nicht geahnte Natur entdeckt.” “La machine ne 
nous a pas séparés de la nature. Par elle, nous avons découvert une nouvelle nature, jusqu'alors inconnue.” See: 
Ibid., 309. 
175 Schwitters scholar Dorothea Dietrich explains the issue’s emphasis: “This definition of nature as state of 
becoming puts Merz 8/9 right at the heart of an ongoing fundamental debate about the place of technology in 
German society. There is a certain unexpected overlap between the thoughts of . . . conservative intellectuals and the 
ideas presented in Merz 8/9 by two artists associated with highly progressive cultural politics. When Schwitters and 
Lissitzky illustrate a crystal and enumerate at the same time the basic shapes (crystal, sphere, plane, rod, strip, spiral, 
and cone) as the underlying geometry out of which everything is made, they suggest that all manmade technological 
forms find their origin in primordial, eternal manifestations and thus have their roots in nature. In so doing, nature 
and technology are shown as being organically intertwined.” Dorothea Dietrich, “Hannover,” in Dada, 170. 
176 See: Merz 8/9 (1924): 75. 
177 Botar, “László Moholy-Nagy’s New Vision,” 525. 
178 Ibid., 529. Botar notes that an article by Francé explaining his conception of the Grundformen appeared in the 
widely-read art magazine Das Kunstblatt in 1923.  
144 
 
By highlighting Francé’s seven basic technical forms in the magazine’s early pages, 
Schwitters and Lissitzky made a direct connection between the works and texts in its pages and 
the ideas of the popular science writer.179 The two artists were concerned with countering 
contemporary art’s privileging of the machine, hence the artworks they illustrate draw on forms 
found in nature (the crystal, sphere, plane, spiral, etc). In addition to the cameraless photograph 
by Man Ray, the issue included Kazimir Malevich’s Black Square (1915), an uncaptioned work 
by El Lissitzky, a painting by Piet Mondrian, a Merzbild by Kurt Schwitters, a sculpture by 
Alexander Archipenko, a collage by Hans Arp, buildings by Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, a 
painting by Fernand Leger, Vladimir Tatlin’s Monument to the Third International, a collage by 
Schwitters paired with an aerial photograph of a landscape, a photograph of a plant, and a collage 
by Georges Braque (figs. 2-22, 2-23, 2-24). Man Ray’s enigmatic cameraless photograph of a 
crystal with its jagged forms of white and grey emerging from the darkness of the photographic 
plate had a direct connection to Francé’s Grundformen and the interdependent relationship 
between technology and nature (fig. 2-25). By focusing on organic forms and representing them 
photographically, but without the intervention of the camera, Man Ray’s cameraless photograph 
seemed to illustrate this point perfectly. The accompanying text/caption further defined the 
relationship:  
This is an invention that allows anyone to create a work of art with the use of most 
elementary means. All that one needs is a piece of light-sensitive paper and a few objects 
of different transparency. If one eliminates chance and caprice, just like nature, everyone 
can produce an artwork.180  
 
                                                 
179 Also important was Francé’s conception that nature, which was constructed from the seven “technical forms” or 
building blocks, were also “governed by the laws of functionality, efficiency, optimization, and integration.” See: 
Detlef Mertins, “Architecture, Worldview, and World Image in G.” in G: An Avant-Garde Journal, 80.  
180 “Da ist eine Erfindung, wie mit elemetaren Mitteln bilden kann. Ein Blatt lichtempfindliches Papier und einige 
Gegenstände von vershiedener Durchsichtigkeit sind das Material. Jeder kan damit ein Kunstwerk gestalten, wenn er 
so wie die Natur blinden Zufall und Willkür aussließt.” Merz 8/9 (1924). 
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For Lissitzky and Schwitters, Man Ray’s cameraless photograph, as an art form that required a 
mastery of photography’s essential elements, was governed by the laws of functionality, 
efficiency, and optimization, and therefore demonstrated in visual terms that technology is rooted 
in nature.181 Although Man Ray’s artistic concerns had little to do with the theoretical issues 
raised by Merz, the magazine’s inclusion of the process makes clear that cameraless photography 
was no longer viewed as a singular artistic creation, but as a means of articulating a set of ideas 
about the role of technology in art and society.  
Art’s evolving relationship to technology and society was also evident in Hans Richter’s 
journal G. In a 1924 issue, he included a cameraless photograph by Man Ray as an example of 
the “[n]ew possibilities of the material” (fig. 2-26).182 Echoing Moholy-Nagy’s earlier 
pronouncement, Richter noted that, “Man Ray demonstrates that light is a means of creativity, 
and photography not just a banal manual skill.”183 According to Detlef Mertins, Richter, like 
Lissitzky and Moholy-Nagy, was also drawn to Francé’s ideas, and although the biologist was 
not referenced directly in its pages, his influence could be felt in the magazine’s founding 
principle of “Elementary Construction,” which advocated economy, regularity, order, rationality, 
and, above all, total control of material and processes.184 By the mid-1920s, the influence of 
Russian art, and Constructivism in particular, was felt with increasing fervor in avant-garde 
publications in Central Europe. G, which was centered around Richter, Lissitzky, van Doesburg, 
Gräff, Hausmann, and Mies van der Rohe, became the primary organ of the International Faction 
                                                 
181 Dorothea Dietrich has stressed that this issue can also be related to contemporaneous debates surrounding 
technology and its detrimental effects. These discussions often stressed that technology was an intrinsic part of 
nature, which were intended to make rapid technologization (and the loss of tradition thought to accompany it) more 
acceptable to the larger public. See: Dietrich, “Hannover,” 170. 
182 “Neue Möglichkeiten des Materials.” Hans Richter quoted in G 3 (June 1924): 32. 
183 Hans Richter in G, reprinted in G: An Avant-Garde Journal, 144. 
184 Detlef Mertins, “Architectures of Becoming: Mies van der Rohe and the Avant-Garde,” in Mies in Berlin, eds. 
Barry Bergdoll and Terence Riley (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2002), 123. 
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of Constructivists. It therefore participated actively in debates surrounding Constructivism and 
“constructive art.” The G group resolved to begin again by returning to the most elementary 
concepts in order to construct a new art.185 The journal, according to Mertins and Jennings, 
adhered to the principle, advocated by Richter and van Doesburg, that “art was a form of 
organization capable of remaking reality—‘a tool of universal progress’—it was by definition 
already collectivist and political.”186 By working collectively, Richter believed that art could 
create positive change in society, and since art was already political, there was no need for G to 
openly proclaim radical politics in its pages.187 The journal celebrated cameraless photography as 
a form of “elemental form-creation” because it demonstrated those principles through 
photography.  
With the inclusion of Man Ray’s cameraless work, Richter and Lissitzky seemed to 
disregard the chance or automatic aspects of the medium, in favor of the notion that creative use 
of cameraless photography was made possible by total control of light and the sensitive plate. 
Despite the influence of Constructivism’s polemics to the magazine’s founding principles, its 
editors did not include the Constructivist-influenced cameraless experiments of Moholy-Nagy, 
who was also actively engaged with the process at the time of the issue’s publication. Richter 
hinted at his reasons for the slight in a short text entitled “To Constructivism.” There, Richter 
                                                 
185 The journal brought together a diversity of ideas and styles, but also mediums, including painting, sculpture, film, 
and photography, which often appeared alongside works from popular culture, technology, and engineering. The 
journal’s title was a clear indication of what was at issue in its pages: “Material zur elementaren Gestaltung” 
(Material for Elementary Form-Creation) and later, “Zeitschrift für elementare Gestaltung” (Journal for Elementary 
Form-Creation). For a detailed discussion of the term “Gestaltung,” which has been variously translated as “form-
creation,” “design,” or “construction,” and how this rather complicated term was understood in the 1920s, see 
Mertins and Jennings, G: An Avant-Garde Journal. 
186 Mertins and Jennings, G: An Avant-Garde Journal, 10. 
187 Richter was long affiliated with highly political artist groups, including the November Group, the League of 
Radical Artists, and the more political wing of the Dada group. For more on Richter and his political affiliations, 
see: Timothy O. Benson’s, “Abstraction, Autonomy, and Contradiction in the Politicization of the Art of Hans 
Richter,” and Justin Hoffmann’s “Hans Ricter, Munich Dada, and the Munich Republic of Workers’ Councils,” in 
Hans Richter: Activism, Modernism, and the Avant-Garde, edited by Stephen C. Foster (Cambridge, Mass.; London: 
The MIT Press, 1998), 16-47, and 48-71.  
147 
 
laid out the history and meaning of the term “Constructivism,” which emerged in Russia and 
used “modern construction materials in place of conventional materials and that follows 
constructive goals.” 188 He noted that the term was adopted in a broader sense at the Düsseldorf 
Congress (1920) by van Doesburg, Lissitzky, and himself, to signify their conception of 
“elemental form-creation.” He argued that what called itself Constructivism in 1924 no longer 
had anything to do with “elemental form-creation.” Richter placed Moholy-Nagy solidly in this 
camp, calling him a decorativist, sensitive to labels like Constructivism and Suprematism, but 
representing neither. Ironically, Moholy-Nagy was fully immersed with his cameraless 
experiments by the summer of 1924, of the same sort that Richter included by Man Ray as 
exemplary of “elemental form-creation.” 189 
To prove his claim that Moholy-Nagy was a decorativist, Richter cited a recent article in 
Das Kunstblatt written by German critic Paul Schmidt that described Moholy-Nagy as a 
Suprematist. In this essay, “Konstruktivismus” (1924), Schmidt attempted to define the 
Constructivist phenomenon as it occurred in various countries after WWI and he argued that 
Constructivist art corresponded to the technological products of the time, which were produced 
without concern for aesthetics. He referred to Moholy-Nagy as exemplary of Suprematism, 
which he defined as a play of colored light on white surfaces. Schmidt’s reading of 
Constructivism and Suprematism was therefore based on his understanding of how these two 
movements had evolved since their founding in Russia.190  
Hungarian critic Alfréd Kemény responded to Schmidt’s interpretation in a subsequent 
issue of Das Kunstblatt with a very public rebuke of Moholy-Nagy’s work, arguing that the work 
                                                 
188 For an English translation of Richter’s text, see: G: An Avant-Garde Journal, 174.  
189 See: Hans Richter, “An den Konstruktivismus,” G, no. 3 (1924): 62, reprinted in Ibid. See also: Paul Schmidt, 
“Konstruktivismus,” Das Kunstblatt (March 1924): 83-85.  
190 See: Schmidt, “Konstruktivismus.” 
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had nothing at all to do with Suprematism and little to do with with Constructivism.191 Kemény, 
a former friend and co-signor of the Egység manifesto, was one of the few artists working in 
Europe with first-hand knowledge of Suprematism and Russian Constructivism. A committed 
member of the Communist party, Kemény was almost certainly upset with his friend’s 
abandonment of the party in favor of a teaching position at the Bauhaus, where, upon his 
appointment, Moholy-Nagy would cease to proclaim openly the ideals laid out in the manifesto 
just two years earlier. The exchange continued in the following issue with a response from 
Moholy-Nagy: 
Kemény states that I have ‘contributed nothing to the task of finding for our time a visual 
expression commensurate with its technological and economic urgencies.’ It is not for me 
to decide this, nor am I interested in the decision. My work at the Bauhaus is concerned 
with translating my concept of contemporaneousness into form and word. This is so big a 
task that it leaves me no time to worry about its interpretation from without. Whatever the 
quality of my oil paintings and my sculptures might be, I am satisfied that I am given the 
privilege – rare to anyone – to translate revolution into material reality. Compared to this 
task, the fiddling of Kemény and others about priorities is quite irrelevant. A few years 
from now the selective principle of quality will decide upon our endeavors, and no 
catchwords or personal enmities will influence this selection.192  
 
All of this contributed to Richter’s decision to include the cameraless work of Man Ray over that 
of Moholy-Nagy. It is worth reiterating that Moholy-Nagy, long affiliated with the Hungarian 
Ma group, had sided with them (in opposition to the G group) after the International Congress of 
Dadaists and Constructivists in 1922. Scholar Bernd Finkeldney suggests that the animosity 
                                                 
191 According to Kemény, “Suprematism has attained a maximum of creative potential, of the inherent necessity of 
creation; Moholy-Nagy has achieved a minimum of creative potentiality and one sees in his work the maximum of 
non-creative aesthetics, of external and contrived sterility. It is worth noting that Moholy, who thus far employed 
Constructivism for objectively unwarranted self-promotion, now, in 1924, makes his appearance as a Suprematist, 
whereas genuine Suprematism in Russia came to an end once and for all in 1919. Moholy, however, who is eclectic 
and derivative, has a similarly insignificant role within the essential outcome of new Constructivist art as within 
Suprematism. Competent Constructivists fulfill the present-day requirements of the age of technology and the 
demands of the times, which compels them to achieve economy and precision. Moholy merely represents the 
outward organization-fetishism of a poor intellect – without economy and precision.” See: Alfréd Kemény, 
“Bemerkungen,” Das Kunstblatt, no. 6 (1924): 92. Reprinted in: Passuth, Moholy-Nagy, 394-395.   
192 See: László Moholy-Nagy letter to Paul Westheim, Das Kunstblatt, no. 7 (1924). Reprinted in Passuth, Moholy-
Nagy, 395.   
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between Moholy-Nagy and the G group after the 1922 Congress seems to have begun around the 
question of radical politics and the Hungarian Constructivists’ support of the proletariat.193 
Kemény, in particular, was convinced that a collective art was not possible in their current 
bourgeois society and was therefore opposed to the collective vision of the International Faction 
of Constructivists. Van Doesburg apparently warned Richter ahead of the Weimar Congress that 
Moholy-Nagy and Kemény “see things completely differently, namely communism as ideal 
principle. . . They were concerned with subordinating art to communism; we were concerned 
with realizing the implications of the new art.” 194 Van Doesburg was therefore convinced that 
Moholy-Nagy was against them. In the end, the animosity between Moholy-Nagy and the so-
called G group had as much to do with politics and artistic alignments as it did with the merits of 
Moholy-Nagy’s work.195  
Thus, Richter chose to reproduce a cameraless photograph by Man Ray, who was 
actively engaged with the process and previously acquainted with Richter and Lissitzky. It is also 
important to note that Lissitzky believed Man Ray was the true “inventor” of cameraless 
                                                 
193 See: Bernd Finkeldney, “Hans Richter and the Constructivist International,” in Hans Richter: Activism, 
Modernism, and the Avant-Garde, 105-109, 92-121. 
194 Richter would later write to van Doesburg: “As for Moholy, I can’t share your opinion completely. While I don’t 
see the final point of what he’s after, he is a person who thinks and leaves nothing untried. Already in Weimar I 
spoke out clearly against his lack of clarity; it can never lead to an international union . . . for class struggle and 
work, but one can’t dismiss him as a comrade.” Moholy-Nagy attempted to reconcile with van Doesburg in 1924, 
while at the same time placing the blame for the Congress’s failure on Richter. In a 1924 letter to van Doesburg, 
Moholy-Nagy wrote, “Our warm relationship came to an end when you departed from Weimar in the middle of an 
unspeakably galling and stupid struggles on the part of Richter & company, and I was happy that I remained 
objective enough not to drop the objective possibilities of cooperating with my former comrades for personal 
motives.”  See: Finkeldney, “Hans Richter and the Constructivist International.” The letters noted above are 
included in the Papers of Theo van Doesburg, Rijksbureau voor Kunsthistorische Dokumentie, Den Haag, 2205, 
168, and 132.  
195 On the various factions that emerged after the Congress, see: Botar, “Constructivism, International 
Constructivism, and the Hungarian Emigration”; Christina Lodder, “Art Into Life: International Constructivism in 




photography and Moholy-Nagy had clearly stolen the idea.196 Although Man Ray’s artistic 
interests and affiliations had little to do Constructivism, he was a former Dada colleague of Hans 
Richter, who shared an interest in film; and his work, which favored recognizable objects, was 
more in line with Lissitzky’s cameraless experiments and the magazine’s desire to show the 
products of “elemental form-creation.” His recognizable imagery, distorted by the cameraless 
process, left little doubt as to the means of its production, particularly when such images were 
captioned with explanatory texts by Richter. Man Ray’s work thus came to represent the 
concerns of the magazine (despite the fact that Man Ray himself was less inclined to attach any 
theoretical underpinning to his work). After all, it was cameraless photography’s connection to 
form-creation that was at issue.  
G3 (June 1924) included an example from Man Ray’s Les Champs délicieux, along with 
a translation of Tristan Tzara’s essay, and a brief introductory text by Richter that positioned 
cameraless photography in the context of G’s thematics. Tzara’s essay, originally published in 
1922 as the preface to Les Champs délicieux, was translated into German by Walter Benjamin 
with the more literal title, “Die Photographie von der Kehrseite” (Photography from the Verso), 
thus suggesting that cameraless photography was, in fact, photography reversed (i.e. without a 
camera).197  
In the brief introduction to Man Ray’s cameraless photographs, Richter situated the work 
within the context of the magazine’s conception of “elementary form-creation.” Underlining the 
“new possibilities of the material” and the “extended expectations deriving from these not yet 
                                                 
196 On Lissitzky’s opinion regarding Moholy-Nagy’s presumed plagiarism, see his letter to his wife Sophie 
Lissitzky-Küppers dated 15 September 1925, reprinted in Passuth, Moholy-Nagy, 391. On the debate surrounding 
the origins of the avant-garde cameraless photograph, see: Chéroux, “Les Discours de l’Origine.” 
197 Tristan Tzara, "Man Ray und die Photographie von der Kehrseite," trans., Walter Benjamin, G, no. 3 (1924): 29-
30. Reprinted as: Tristan Tzara, “Photography from the Verso,” in G: An Avant-Garde Journal, 142. 
151 
 
industrialized experiments with paper and plate,” he articulated the technical and artistic 
demands that such work fulfills.198  
The American Man Ray works without lens, without camera: placing obstacles in light’s 
path, mirroring plate or paper, experimenting with the developer. . . We have been made 
insensitive and unimaginative by the pattern: shoot and develop. Man Ray demonstrates 
that light is a means of creativity, and photography not just a banal manual skill. . . 
Photographic culture, that is, arrangement of all the possibilities, refining the material: 
paper, plate, film, developing substances, perfection of copying technique.  
– Technical demand: highly sensitive material. Artistic demand: creative use thereof.199 
 
Richter was wary of camera photography in general, suggesting that such work lacked creativity. 
In this sense, he was convinced, like Moholy-Nagy and others, that in order for photography to 
fulfill its potential as an artistic medium—its technical and artistic demands—it should make use 
of its inherent materials in new ways.  
The first issue of G (1923) had called for writing, work, and images from all fields of 
creative endeavor, which were then compiled and reproduced in the magazine’s third issue (G3, 
June 1924). With a decidedly technological bent, Richter brought together industrial works, 
building designs, fashion, and even a photograph of an amusement park, with recent art, 
photography, and poetry, in order to suggest a new culture for the technological age. A 
cameraless photograph, along with Walter Benjamin’s translation of Tzara’s essay “Photography 
Upside Down,” were included to illustrate photography’s technological aspects.  
Benjamin’s translation was important to his later writing on photography, particularly to 
his “Little History of Photography” (1931). The “Little History” included several lines from 
Tzara’s text on Man Ray’s cameraless photographs, while also revealing the influence of 
Moholy-Nagy.200 His translation privileged a technological, and perhaps more precise, reading of 
                                                 
198 Hans Richter, quoted in G 3 (June 1924): 32, reprinted in G: An Avant-Garde Journal, 144. 
199 Ibid.  
200 Benjamin’s “Little History of Photography” included several lines from Tzara’s essay on Man Ray’s cameraless 
photographs. “When everything that called itself art was stricken with palsy, the photographer switched on his 
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Tzara’s text. Its emphasis on machines, high-powered lamps, mechanics, and chemistry, made 
clear that cameraless photography was perceived as a technological medium, and therefore not 
easily separated from the larger field of photography. It is useful to think about Benjamin and the 
cameraless photograph because it was his discussion of photography’s reproducibility and its 
destruction of the artwork’s “aura,” that was arguably countered in its cameraless form. Indeed, 
the process, by its very nature, produced a unique object with its “aura” presumably still intact. 
Benjamin seems to have understood, as Man Ray and Moholy-Nagy did, that in order to 
disseminate this cameraless form of photography, it had to belie its intrinsic nature and become 
reproducible. Making cameraless photographs reproducible for publication allowed these 
“unique” works to appear in situations that would not otherwise have been possible, a condition 
that may have influenced Benjamin’s thinking in this regard. Benjamin’s translation maintained 
the general thrust, and some of the poetic quality, of Tzara’s original text:  
Once everything that is called art developed gout, the photographer lit his thousand-
candle lamp, and the light-sensitive paper gradually absorbed the black of several 
everyday objects. He had discovered the power of a tender and untouched flash of light, 
which was more important than all the constellations that are placed before us as a feast 
for our eyes. The unique, correct, and precise mechanical distortion is fixed – smooth and 
pure like hair passing through a comb of light . . . Just as the mirror effortlessly reflects 
the image, or the echo the voice, without asking us why, material beauty is tributary to no 
one, because from now on it is a product of physics and chemistry.201   
 
                                                 
thousand-candle power lamp and gradually the light-sensitive paper absorbed the darkness of a few everyday 
objects.” Immediately preceding these lines by Tzara was an extended quote from Moholy-Nagy’s Malerei 
Photographie Film on the relationship between art and photography and the shift to technological methods of 
representation. Moholy-Nagy’s 1925 book, and its discussion of photography and related media, was a significant 
influence on Benjamin and his writing on photography. See: Walter Benjamin, “Little History of Photography,” in 
Walter Benjamin: Selected Writings, Volume 2, Part 2: 1931-1934, eds., Michael W. Jennings, Howard Eiland, and 
Gary Smith, trans. Edmund Jephcott and Kingsley Shorter (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 2005), 523. Original publication: “Kleine Geschichte der Fotografie,” Die literarische Welt (9 
September, 18 September, and 2 October 1931). 
201 Tristan Tzara, “Photography from the Verso,” in G: An Avant-Garde Journal, 142. 
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Tzara’s text was perfectly at home, thanks to Benjamin’s translation, in this third issue of G that 
centered on this art’s evolving relationship to technology. After all, cameraless photography’s 
embrace of the technological occurred through appropriate use of materials and light. 
Light was key to many Constructivist readings of cameraless photography. Hungarian 
critic Ernő Kállai, a longtime supporter of Moholy-Nagy’s work, was no exception. Kállai, 
writing for Jahrbuch der jungen Kunst, believed that art should be significant, and that 
significance could be achieved, as Moholy-Nagy believed, through experimentation with new 
materials like glass, concrete, iron, and plastic. In his 1924 essay, “Konstruktivismus” 
(Constructivism), Kállai viewed cameraless photography as an expression of certain 
Constructivist principles.202 Despite signing the 1923 Egység manifesto with Alfréd Kemény, 
László Péri, and Moholy-Nagy, which called for an art based in Communism and the proletariat, 
by 1924 Kállai was no longer convinced that a politically driven Constructivism was the path 
forward and he, like the G group, came to view Constructivism more broadly.203 He rejected the 
notion that art was no longer valid in and of itself; instead, he felt that art should be imbued 
“with the will to the utmost objectivity, economy, and conscious precision.”204  
For Kállai, cameraless photography exemplified the sort of experimentation with 
technological materials that he believed would make art “significant;” additionally, he viewed 
the cameraless photograph as a synthesis of the real space of Constructivist sculpture (as 
demonstrated in the work of Lissitzky, Rodchenko, Moholy-Nagy, and Gabo), and the pure light 
of experimental film, such as the work of Richter, Eggeling, and Gräff (for Kállai, the films 
                                                 
202 Ernst [Ernő] Kállai, “Konstruktivismus,” Jahrbuch der jungen Kunst (1924), 374-386. 
203 See: Margolin, The Struggle for Utopia, 76-79; Evá Forgács, “In the Vacuum of Exile: The Hungarian Activists 
in Vienna 1919-1926,” 119; and Forgács’s essay, “Between Cultures: Hungarian Concepts of Constructivism,” in 
Central European Avant-Gardes, 147-164. 




express the ideas embodied in Constructivist sculpture in pure light). Although he claimed that 
this synthesis was better expressed in Moholy-Nagy’s work, he illustrated his essay with an 
example by Man Ray (fig. 2-2). “Light as a new creative means, subordinated to the conscious, 
precise, and economic organizing mastery of the artist, also leads to surprising results in 
[cameraless] photography,” such that “light maintains its character as radiation in space.”205 
Much like Richter and Lissitzky, Kállai viewed cameraless photography as the perfect 
expression of certain Constructivist principles and it made little difference if the work in question 
was by Moholy-Nagy or Man Ray.   
 By highlighting cameraless photography as a means of experimentation with 
technological materials, these writers illustrated the medium’s capacity for revealing new visual 
experiences that would help the viewer to better understand and interact with the modern 
technologized world. Cameraless photography was thus intrinsically tied to photography’s future 
as an art form with the potential to effect change not only in art, but also in society.  
 
5. Approaching the Cinematic 
Cameraless photography, which emerged at approximately the same moment as 
experimental abstract film, was frequently discussed in terms of its allusions to the cinematic. As 
art historian Noam Elcott has suggested, the artists who engaged in cameraless photography in 
the interwar period, “partook of the avant-garde cinematic imaginary; that is, they somehow 
produced cinema by other means.”206 The comparison to film was apt when one considers the 
                                                 
205 “Das Licht als neues Gestaltungsmittel, der bewußten, praxis und ökonomisch organisierenden herschaft des 
Künstlers unterworfen, hat auch in der Photographie zu überraschenden Ergebnissen geführt.”. . . “das Licht mehr 
den Charakter einer Stranhlung im Raume beibehielt.” Ibid., 383. 
206 Noam Elcott, "Into the Dark Chamber: Avant-Garde Photograms and the Cinematic Imaginary," (PhD diss., 
Princeton University, 2009), 12. 
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descriptions for producing cameraless photographs involved projecting light (and objects) onto a 
blank screen.207 Such allusions were hardly new. As early as 1922, Jean Cocteau, had proclaimed 
in his open letter to Man Ray: “[y]ou have just opened up on treasures . . . cinematographic 
among others.”208 Later that year Czech artist and theorist Karel Teige made the case for Man 
Ray and his cameraless photographs in his essay “Foto Kino Film,” arguing that film should 
follow the example of Man Ray’s experiments. In 1924, Teige renewed his call for greater 
experimentation in film, pointing again to cameraless photography as an example of the sort of 
innovation needed in film.  
Other key texts from the mid-1920s also viewed cameraless photography through the lens 
of film, including those of Kállai, Comte Étienne de Beaumont, Ribemont-Dessaignes, and 
others. Moholy-Nagy suggested the medium’s correspondence with film in Malerei 
Photographie Film. And, Richter, himself an early experimenter in abstract film, made a more 
direct allusion to cameraless photography’s relationship to film in a 1926 issue of G by featuring 
Man Ray’s cameraless image of filmstrips. In the same issue Richter proclaimed: “Film needs no 
audience. – Film needs Artists!”209 There is little doubt that cameraless photography was viewed 
as an example for experimental filmmakers in the 1920s. Cameraless photography and 
experimental abstract film shared a desire to move beyond what came before by breaking from 
the constraints imposed by the camera and realistic representation.   
Czech Devětsil artist and theorist Karel Teige, among the earliest commentators to 
discuss cameraless photography and its relationship to film, was convinced, as early as 1922, that 
                                                 
207 Moholy-Nagy refers to the light-sensitive paper or plate used to produce cameraless photographs as “screens” 
(schirm). See: Malerei Photographie Film, 25 (32). 
208 Jean Cocteau, "An Open Letter to M. Man Ray, American Photographer," [1922], reprinted in Phillips, 
Photography in the Modern Era, 2. 




Man Ray’s cameraless experiments could serve as a much-needed example for film. In his 1922 
essay, Teige argued for the wide-ranging potential of Man Ray’s cameraless photography: “As 
soon as cinema seizes upon Man Ray’s invention in the same way that it has appropriated all 
other new photographic achievements thus far, it will find itself at the threshold of a new, 
undreamt-of realm.”210 In his 1924 essay, “The Aesthetics of Film and Cinégraphie,” Teige 
pointed to (cameraless) photography to provide the example for future film.211   
Above all, film aesthetics should operate in conjunction with the aesthetics of 
photography; the development and perfection of film aesthetics depends on this. Here 
again, the optical aspect is of primary importance. Once again, we should point out, just 
in passing, the interesting experiments of the American photographer Man Ray, who was 
the first to bring photography to the level of great visual art.212 
 
Teige was convinced that in order for film to move forward, it should keep pace with the latest 
innovations in photography—innovations like Man Ray’s cameraless photographs. For Teige, 
Man Ray’s cameraless photographs were modern because they relinquished the camera and its 
tendency toward resemblance, thus they succeeded in creating their own “independent and 
competent language,” a language that now needed to be replicated in film.213 A slightly later 
version of Teige’s essay, published in Das Kunstblatt (1926), further clarified his view of Man 
Ray’s cameraless photographs and their relevance for film:   
For the modern spirit, everything is possible and attainable, everywhere, in everything 
and with everything. And so, the true harbingers of new film forms will be the 
innovators. . . Man Ray is precisely such an innovator. He has made an innovation 
whereby anyone can become a poet as long as they use elemental means. For his poetic 
photographs require no more than a sheet of photo-paper, light, and some commonplace 
objects of varying transparency and luminous intensity.214   
                                                 
210 Karel Teige, “Photo Cinema Film” (1922), in Cinema All The Time, 133. 
211 The term Cinégraphie references film as a specific modernist art form that is distinguished from other art forms 
by its use of its own language, a language specific to film. See Karel Teige, “The Aesthetics of Film and 
Cinégraphie,” in Cinema All The Time, 145. 
212 Ibid.,150. 
213 Karel Teige, “Photo Cinema Film,” 132. 
214 “Denn für den modernen Geist ist alles möglich und realisierbar, überall, in allem und mit allem. Und deshalb 
werden die ersten eigentlichen Vorläufer der neuen Film, formen vor allem die Erfinder sein . . . Solch ein Erfinder 




Teige argued, much as Richter had, that cameraless photography’s innovation was to be found in 
its mastery of elemental means—elemental means that would allow anyone to become a poet.  
Teige’s suggestion that cameraless photography might be the basis for 
contemporary film was echoed in Moholy-Nagy’s writing from this period. Although he 
articulated the connection between photography and film by and through light, Moholy-Nagy, 
like Teige, believed that greater experimentation was necessary. Moholy-Nagy cited cameraless 
photography’s ability to capture light effects, but “[s]ince these light effects almost always show 
themselves in motion, it is clear that the process reaches its highest development in the film.”215 
He first suggested the idea in earlier texts, but it was in his book Malerei Photographie Film that 
he parsed out the various iterations of photographic technology. In a section of the book entitled, 
appropriately, “Static and Kinetic Optical Composition,” Moholy-Nagy spoke of new fields of 
creativity made possible by new technical products (what he termed “optical apparatus”), like the 
spotlight, reflector, electric sign, or experiments with a so-called “light organ.” Among these 
new fields of creativity were the recent experiments of Viking Eggeling, which in Moholy-
Nagy’s eyes built on the idea of a light-organ or a color-piano. Although Moholy-Nagy praised 
the work of Eggeling, and his “student” Hans Richter, for their work with “the articulation of 
space in motion,” and moving toward “creating a light-space-time continuity in the synthesis of 
motion,” he argued that they failed to handle light directly.216 He continued, observing that, 
“light films which could be shot continuously were introduced in the form of the photogram as 
                                                 
er die elematarsten Mittel verwendet. Denn zu solch dichterischen Photographien sind wahrhaftig nur ein Blatt 
empfindsames Papier, Licht und ein paar gewöhnliche Dinge von verschiedener Durchsichtigkeit und Lichterfüllheit 
nötig.” See: Karel Teige, "Zur Ästhetik des Filmes," Das Kunstblatt 9 (1925): 334, 332-339.  
215 László Moholy-Nagy, “Light—A Medium of Plastic Expression,” Broom (March 1923): 283-284. Reprinted in 
Passuth, Moholy-Nagy, 293.   
216 “die Gliederung eines Bewegungsraume gibt,” “nähert sich so der Schaffung einer lichtraum-zeitlichen 
Kontinuität in der Bewegungssynthese.” Moholy-Nagy, Malerei Photographie Film, 16 (21). 
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made by Man Ray and myself. The technical horizon of light-space articulation which had 
previously been difficult to obtain, was thereby widened.”217 In this sense, cameraless 
photography, a static image capable of capturing kinetic optical compositions, was the first 
preliminary step in the creation of light films, which would put light effects into motion. Later in 
the text he asked, “is it right, today, in the age of moving reflected light phenomena and of film, 
to continue to cultivate the static individual painting as a colour composition?”218 Cameraless 
photography’s ability to capture the effects of a world transformed by light was, for Moholy-
Nagy, central to his conception of the medium and its importance for the modern world.  
Cameraless photography’s allusions to film were also highlighted in a special 1925 issue 
of the literary magazine Les Cahiers du Mois. In the magazine’s double issue on cinema, the 
editors praised the cinematic quality of Man Ray’s work with a cameraless photograph featuring 
filmstrips (fig. 2-27). This double issue of Les Cahiers du Mois was particularly significant 
because it featured important early writings on cinema by René Clair, Germaine Dulac, Fernand 
Léger, and George Charensol, on everything from Surrealism and the cinema to abstract film.  
The privileging of Man Ray’s work by the Surrealists and by Jean Cocteau, another of the 
magazine’s contributors, ensured that the readers were aware of his recent experiments with 
cameraless photography and film. His cameraless photograph of an unraveling filmstrip made 
the case for both mediums, as an example of a “photo-cinematic hybrid,” to use Elcott’s 
terminology.219 The introductory text further reinforced this:  
We publish here photographs by M. Man Ray, who miraculously was able 
to provoke on photo-sensitive paper the illusions and revelations (closeups, 
                                                 
217 “eine kurbelbar-kontinuierliche Herstellung solcher Filme wird durch die Art der Photogramme . . . wie sie von 
Man Ray und mir gemacht werden, eingeleitet, und dadurch der technische Horizont einer bis dahin nur mühsam 
gestaltbaren Lichtraumgliederung erweitert.” Ibid.  
218 “ist es richtig, heute, in der Zeit beweglicher reflektorischer Lichterscheinungen und des Films, das statische 
Einzelbild als farbige Gestaltung weiter zu kultivieren?” Ibid., 17 (22).  
219 Elcott, “Into the Dark Chamber,” 84. 
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deformations, blurriness, superimpositions; i.e., simultaneity, abstraction, synthesis) that 
evoke in us a type of emotion that one would be tempted to call ‘cinematic’ and which 
seems a priori paradoxical for the desire to obtain a static image.220  
 
With a nod to Surrealism in its evocative description, the editors suggested that Man Ray’s use 
of “cinematic” techniques and devices—deformations, blurriness, superimpositions, abstraction, 
etc.—was paradoxical when used to produce a static cameraless photograph. The author was 
more than likely aware of Man Ray’s cameralessly produced film Le Retour à la Raison (1923), 
which brought the process for making cameraless photographs to film. It is noteworthy that the 
film was produced well after Man Ray started experimenting with cameraless photography, but 
the magazine did not reproduce a still from the film. Instead it featured a cameraless photograph 
of an unfurled filmstrip seemingly impotent in its inability to be film, a paradox that Man Ray 
and the other Surrealists would have enjoyed immensely. It is entirely possible that Man Ray felt 
this image better reflected his current interests, but it also mocked film and photography equally 
by proving to be neither. 
A similar cameraless photograph featuring a filmstrip appeared in the April 1926 issue of 
G, which was the first issue of the magazine devoted exclusively to film (figs. 2-28 and 2-29). 
The issue opened with a call for absolute (abstract) film and proceeded with a summary of recent 
experimental films, including Fernand Léger and George Artheil’s Ballet mécanique (1924), 
René Clair’s Entr’acte (1924), the films of Richter and Eggeling, and Marcel Duchamp’s Rotary 
Demisphere (Precision Optics) of 1925.221 Richter was, of course, already familiar with Man 
                                                 
220 “Nous publions ci-dessus quelques photographies de M. Man-Ray, qui a su miraculeusement provoquer sur le 
papier sensible les illusions et les révélations (gros plans, deformations, flous, surimpressions, c’est à dire 
simultanéité, abstraction, synthèse) qui font naître en nous un genre d’émotion que l’on serait tenté d’appeler 
‘cinématographique’ et qu’il semblait a priori paradoxal de vouloir obtenir d’une image statique.” See: Comte 
Étienne de Beaumont, "Introduction to ‘Seconde étape’," Les Cahiers du Mois, no. 16/17 (1925): 85-88. 
221 On the first page of the film issue Richter proclaimed: “The absolute film signifies the foundation of cinematic 
art! Film needs no audience. —Film needs artists!” See: G: An Avant-Garde Journal, 205. For more on the 
definition of absolute film, see: Edward Dimendberg, “Toward an Elemental Cinema: Film Aesthetics and Practice 
in G,” in G: An Avant-Garde Journal, 64. 
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Ray’s work, having praised his cameraless photographs in an earlier issue of G for their mastery 
of materials and expressive use of light. But in this issue devoted to film, Richter made no 
mention of Man Ray’s brief foray into film with his 1923 La Retour à la Raison, and its 
inclusion of cameralessly exposed filmstrips. Provocatively titled “The New Landscape” by 
either Richter or Man Ray, the cameraless photograph of an unraveling filmstrip suggested that 
the “new landscape” will be centered, not on painting or even photography, but on film.  
Even within the narrow subset of writing on cameraless photography and film there was 
disagreement regarding the relationship between the two mediums and what it meant. While for 
some cameraless photography was a means of pushing experimental film forward into the future, 
for others it was evocative of the experience of film (especially abstract film). Still, for others, it 
alluded to the possibility of capturing the effects of kinetic sculpture and light. In each case, 
cameraless photography was held as an example of the sort of innovation made possible by 
greater experimentation.  
 
Conclusion 
The artists, critics, and writers who engaged with the medium during this period initiated 
a conversation that was never merely about the medium itself, or its relationship to individuals or 
movements. Instead, it was part of a larger commentary on the role of photography as art, an art 
that would have an impact on society. During this period cameraless photography established a 
much-needed dialogue between the amateur photography movement and the interwar avant-
garde at a moment when the gulf between the two still seemed insurmountable. Cameraless 
photography also became a means to “translate revolution into material reality.” These 
revolutions were personal, societal, artistic, and photographic. Indeed, the revolution initiated by 
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cameraless photography would continue unimpeded into the late 1920s, when its role in bringing 
about the “new photography” would be confirmed in a new group of writings. 
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Chapter III: Debating (Cameraless) Photography: 1927–29 
By 1927, the ubiquity of the “new photography” in magazines, journals, books, and 
exhibitions, proved that photography had acquired the status of artistic expression. The presence 
of cameraless photography in a range of publications, and the unwavering advocacy of artists 
and critics, particularly Moholy-Nagy, ensured the medium’s ready acceptance among 
proponents of the “new photography.” But by 1929, cameraless photography’s narrative also 
contained the seeds of its future decline. While the last chapter situated this narrative within 
existing and emerging discussions around such themes as abstraction, film, technology, 
revolution, and “art photography,” the present chapter shifts the terms of the debate to the “new 
photography.” In the mid-1920s artists and critics were still arguing for cameraless 
photography’s relevance as an art form, debating endlessly about priorities and possibilities. By 
the late 1920s, cameraless photography was poised to make a significant impact in helping to 
disseminate the “new photography,” thus proving that modern photography could not be reduced 
to a single practice or style, or to the use of a camera. At the end of the decade, cameraless 
photography’s consideration was no longer exclusively tied to its potential as a viable art form. 
In addition to its artistic possibilities, discussions of the medium looked increasingly to its 
practical and popular application, as a means of bringing the “new photography” to the general 
public.   
The appearance of magazines either devoted specifically to photography, or with a 
decided deference to modern photography, emerged during this period. For example, Das 
Deutsche Lichtbild appeared for the first time in 1927, with essays by Moholy-Nagy and Albert 
Renger-Patzsch on the nature of the photography. With Moholy-Nagy as its dedicated film and 
photography editor, the Dutch journal i10 also appeared in 1927 as a prominent platform for 
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modern photography. Although slow to pick up on the importance of cameraless image-making, 
photography magazines and annuals found the medium difficult to ignore by the late 1920s. 
Among them were Photographische Korrepondenz, Photofreund Jahrbuch, Deutscher Kamera 
Almanach, Der Führer (the journal for the German amateur photography society), 
Photographische Rundschau und Mitteilungen, Gebrauchsgraphik, Kinematograph, and Der 
Arbeiter-Fotograf, all of which were outlets for ongoing discussions about modern photography 
in Germany.  
Die neue linie, das neue frankfurt, Die Form (the journal of the German Werkbund), and 
the Bauhaus journal, bauhaus, all significant venues for discussions about photography, featured 
essays, debates, and innovative graphic designs that included references to cameraless 
photography. Photography exhibitions and their accompanying publications were another 
important avenue for discussions about cameraless photography at the end of the decade. 
Presented for the purposes of educating the public in the “new photography,” large-scale 
exhibitions like Film und Foto took on a didactic function that carried over into the books and 
essays from this period. Werner Gräff’s Es kommt der neue Fotograf! (Here Comes The New 
Photographer!) and Franz Roh and Jan Tschichold’s Foto-Auge: 76 Fotos der Zeit are two 
prominent examples.  
According to scholars Christopher Phillips and Matthew Witkovsky, the “new 
photography,” an umbrella term that encompassed much of modern photography in interwar 
Europe, was made possible by technological advancements—the Leica was introduced in 1925, 
and was used widely in advertisements, graphic design, news and human-interest stories, and in 
magazine publishing.1 Ranging from camera photographs, photomontage, and cameraless 
                                                 
1 Phillips, “Resurrecting Vision: The New Photography in Europe Between the Wars,” in The New Vision, 65. 
Photography historians Andreas Haus and Michel Frizot provide a similar definition in, “Figures of Style: New 
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photography, the “new photography” was less a style than an approach to visualizing modernity 
photographically. Witkovsky has argued that the longstanding model of large-scale exhibitions, 
didactic essays, and photographic training in schools, helped to pave the way for the “new 
photography.”2 Citing the importance of Central Europe, especially Germany, to its 
development, Witkovsky notes that modernist photography in Germany during this period was 
commonly differentiated by two tendencies—New Objectivity (Neue Sachlichkeit) and the New 
Vision (Neues Sehen or Neue Optik).3 The Neue Sachlichkeit, originated by Gustav Hartlaub in 
1925 to refer to recent developments in painting, became associated with photography, especially 
the work of Albert Renger-Patzsch, by 1928.4 Contemporary art historian Kurt Wilhelm-Kästner 
described Neue Sachlichkeit in photography as “a sharp reproduction of the object through clear 
articulation and near isolation of surroundings and background.”5 The New Vision, originated 
with Moholy-Nagy, became concerned with teaching people to see the modern world in 
innovative ways through the (productive) use of photographic techniques and perspectives, as 
articulated in Malerei Photographie Film. 6   
                                                 
Vision, New Photography,” in A New History of Photography, ed. Michel Frizot (Cologne: Konnemann, 1998), 457-
474. More recently, Matthew Witkovsky has discussed the phenomenon in terms of Central Europe’s role in the 
development of the “new photography.” See: Witkovsky, Foto: Modernity in Central Europe, 1918-1945, 15. The 
recent MoMA exhibition, Object: Photo. Modern Photographs: The Thomas Walther Collection 1909-1949, is also 
relevant in this context. See: Abbaspour et al. Object: Photo.  
2 Witkovsky, Foto: Modernity in Central Eurpe, 1918-1945, 14-15.   
3 Ibid., 15. 
4 G. F. Hartlaub, “preface to catalogue of Neue Sachlichkeit exhibition, Mannheim, 1925,” in German 
Expressionism, 290-292. Originally published as: G. H. Hartlaub, “Zum Geleit,” Neue Sachlichkeit: Deutsche 
Malerei seit dem Expressionismus (Mannheim: Städtische Kunsthalle, 1925). For a discussion of Neue Sachlichkeit 
in photography, see: Carl Georg Heise, “Preface to Albert Renger-Patzsch, Die Welt ist schön” (1928), in Germany: 
The New Photography 1927-1939, 9-14. 
5 “der scharfen Wiedergabe des Objekts, in seiner klaren Hervorhebung, ja fast Isolierung gegenüber der Umgebung 
und dem Hintergrund.” Kurt Wilhelm-Kästner, “Fotografie der Gegenwart. Grundsätzliches zur Ausstellung im 
Museum Folkwang Essen,” Photographische Rundschau 66 (1929): 93-94.  
6 The term New Vision, which was the title of the English translation of Moholy-Nagy’s book Von Material zu 
Architektur, later became closely affiliated with the broader field of modern photography. The term became so 
ubiquitous that it was used as the title for the 1989 Metropolitan Museum of Art exhibition. See: Hambourg and 
Phillips, The New Vision: Photography between the World Wars. 
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While photography scholars, including Witkovsky, Phillips, and Maria Morris Hambourg 
have provided invaluable discussions of the “new photography” as it developed in Europe 
between the two World Wars, they often subsume cameraless photography within their larger 
analysis of the “new photography.”7 Likewise, more focused discussions of artists, publications, 
and the Film und Foto (FiFo) exhibition are similarly reductive in their readings of cameraless 
photography.8 Flipping the standard narrative, the focus in the pages that follow will be on 
cameraless photography and the myriad ways it contributed to and helped determine these larger 
discussions about modern photography after 1927.  
Thanks to Moholy-Nagy, cameraless photography was a fully integrated component of 
the “new photography.” Embedded in Moholy-Nagy’s New Vision was the didactic role that 
photography could play in teaching active seeing and furthering visual literacy. His highly 
experimental approach to photography was disseminated through his broad-ranging publications, 
lectures, and exhibitions, and was quickly adopted by magazines and illustrated newspapers in 
the form of covers, illustrations, and advertisements.9 Moholy-Nagy’s writing during this period 
                                                 
7 Abbaspour et al., Object: Photo.; Hambourg and Phillips, The New Vision: Photography between the World Wars; 
Witkovsky, Foto: Modernity in Central Europe, 1918-1945. 
8 For example, Oliver Botar’s discussion of Moholy-Nagy’s New Vision and the artist’s role at FiFo, Ute 
Eskildsen’s edited volume on Film und Foto detailing the history of the exhibition and its influence, Olivier Lugon’s 
discussion of the influence of Moholy-Nagy and Sigfried Giedion on the FiFo exhibition, Inka Graeve’s overview of 
the FiFo exhibition, Daniel Magilow’s discussion of FiFo and the role of its accompanying books, including Es 
Kommt der neue Fotograf!, and Pepper Stetler’s discussion of Weimar photobooks (Malerei Photographie Film, Es 
Kommt der neue Fotograf!, and Foto-Auge), provide detailed discussions of their respective subjects but they 
sideline cameraless photography as a mere offshoot of a larger phenomenon in modern photography, a phenomenon 
that centered around the “new photography” and its emphasis on expanding visual literacy. See: Oliver Botar, 
“László Moholy-Nagy's New Vision”; Ute Eskildsen and Jan-Christopher Horak, Film Und Foto Der Zwanziger 
Jahre: Eine Betrachtung Der Internationalen Werkbundausstellung "Film Und Foto" 1929 (Stuttgart: Gerd Hatje, 
1979); Inka Graeve, "Internationale Ausstellung Des Deutschen Werkbunds Film Und Foto," in Stationen Der 
Moderne: Die Bedeutenden Kunstausstellungen Des 20. Jahrhunderts in Deutschland, ed. Eberhard Roters (Berlin: 
Berlinische Galerie und Nicolaische Verlagsbuchhundlung Beuermann GmbH, 1988), 237-43; Olivier Lugon, 
"Neues Sehen, Neue Geschichte: László Moholy-Nagy, Sigfried Giedion Und Die Ausstellung Film Und Foto," in 
Sigfried Giedion und die Fotografie: Bildniszenierungen der Moderne, eds. Werner Oechslin and Gregor Harbusch 
(Zurich: GTA Verlag, 2010), 88-105; Daniel H. Magilow, Photography of Crisis: The Photo Essays of Weimar 
Germany; and Pepper Stetler, Stop Reading! Look!.   
9 Matthew Witkovsky has discussed the various means by which Moholy-Nagy disseminated his work and ideas in 
his recent essay “Elemental Marks” in Moholy-Nagy: Future Present, 21-36. 
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took on a decidedly pedagogical stance in a series of texts dealing with how photography should 
be learned and taught. His interest in vision and seeing, coupled with his experimental approach 
to photography and the emphasis on its essential elements, placed particular importance on 
cameraless photography as the basis for mastering photography. Cameraless photography also 
provided a lineage that linked contemporary trends in photography to their historical precedents 
due to its obvious connections to established amateur and scientific traditions, such as the 
photogenic drawing, the X-ray, and the production of leaf prints. These connections were 
explored in his writing in the late 1920s, often with considerable overlap between popular and art 
publications. He wrote no fewer than ten essays on photography during this period, which, along 
with the publication of a second revised edition of Malerei Fotografie Film (Painting, 
Photography, Film) in 1927, his role as photography and film editor for the Dutch journal i10, 
and his work on the groundbreaking photography exhibition Film und Foto (FiFo), ensured that 
cameraless photography was at the forefront of conversations about the “new photography.” But 
Moholy-Nagy was not a professional photographer. His experimental approach, rife with 
technical deficiencies, was viewed as amateurish by professional photographers who prided 
themselves on their technical proficiency. As demonstrated in contemporary texts, Renger-
Patzsch was a vocal critic of Moholy-Nagy’s approach to photography. While both men believed 
that modern photography should make use of photography’s inherent characteristics, they had 
very different opinions about how best to make use of them. Many of the debates in which 
cameraless photography was embroiled during this period were the result of these two competing 
factions in photography. 
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Photography historian Christian Bouqueret has argued that the situation was somewhat 
different in France.10 Many photographers in Paris felt the pull of Surrealism, which meant that 
although cameraless photography was circulated in a range of publications during this period, 
there was less discussion of its status as a form of modern photography.11 As photography 
historian Michel Frizot explains, “the New Vision encountered some resistance in France, where 
Pictorialism and tradition were still alive and well . . . and where reportage was creating more 
direct routes of access to the world.”12 In Paris, cameraless photography was often adopted by 
those who felt an affinity for the internal visions of Surrealism.  
Despite the narrow focus that dominated in Paris, Man Ray’s cameraless photographs 
were reproduced often in the context of the “new photography” in Germany. By this point, 
cameraless photography, regardless of its maker, was viewed as a significant component of the 
“new photography.” The epicenter of the conversation, which had centered around Man Ray in 
Paris in the early 1920s, shifted to Central Europe by the end of the decade, where discussions of 
cameraless photography were often posed within larger expositions on modern photography. 
When the New Vision was written about in Paris, it came in the form of sharp focus (camera) 
photographs featuring industrial forms and modern landscapes, as seen in the work of Florence 
Henri, Germaine Krull, and André Kertész. 13  
                                                 
10 Christian Bouqueret, Des années folles aux années noires: la nouvelle vision photographique en France, 1920-
1940 (Paris: Marval, 1997). 
11 One exception was Florent Fels, whose Salon Indépendent de la Photographie included photographs by Man Ray 
and other modern photographers (Berenice Abbott, Germaine Krull, André Kertész, Eugène Atget, Paul 
Outterbridge) in an independent salon that was a rebuke of outmoded pictorialist photography. Fels credits Man Ray 
with bringing to photography “the ability to give a plastic feeling to inanimate things,” and rehabilitating amateur 
photography, which was surely a reference to Man Ray’s cameraless photographs. See: Florent Fels, “Salon 
Indépendent de la Photographie,” in Phillips, Photography in the Modern Era, 23-26.  
12 Andreas Haus and Michel Frizot, “Figures of Style: New Vision, New Photography,” 472. 
13 Essays in 1928 and 1929 in Art et Décoration and L’Art vivant discussed Man Ray’s photography, but in both 
cases his cameraless work was incorporated within broader discussions about photography and whether the medium 
could be art. See: Pierre Migennes, “Les Photographies de Man Ray,” Art et Décoration (November 1928): 155; 
Florent Fels, “Le Premier Salon Indépendent de la Photographie,” L’Art vivant (June 1, 1928): 445. 
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When Lissitzky returned to Moscow in 1925, bringing with him an interest in 
experimental photographic techniques, he found that Soviet photography was determined by the 
political climate and the shift to documentary photography. Cameraless photography did not find 
the acceptance in Soviet Russia that it had in Europe. Artists and photographers were constrained 
by political considerations and mandates from the government. Despite these factors, Lissitzky 
continued to advocate for an experimental approach to photography that could be integrated with 
graphic design for books, magazines, posters and signage, as well as in advertising and 
exhibition design. After his return to Moscow, Lissitzky sought to make cameraless photography 
palatable in a changed Soviet Union by stressing the medium’s practical uses. With the backing 
of government for various commissions, Lissitzky seems to have understood that cameraless 
photography needed to be repositioned as a practical medium if it was to have any sort of future 
in Soviet Russia. Although most Soviet photography magazines actively promoted documentary 
photography as a democratic form capable of educating the largely illiterate masses, Sovetskoe 
foto (Soviet Photo) nonetheless engaged in debates about the path of modern photography in 
1928.14 Begun under the sponsorship of the People’s Commissariat of Enlightenment in 1926, 
the amateur photography magazine Sovetskoe foto published Lissitzky’s essay “Fotopis” 
(Photography) in 1929, which advocated for cameraless photography’s use for polygraphic 
purposes.15 The magazine’s editors also published a series of books, and while they were 
generally opposed to the sort of experimentation advocated by Moholy-Nagy, they published a 
                                                 
14 Victor Margolin notes that while there was no official journal dedicated to Soviet photography by the mid-1920s, 
by 1927 there were at least four magazines that actively promoted photography: Sovetskoe kino (Soviet Screen), 
Sovetskoe foto (Soviet Photo), Proletarskoe foto (Proletarian Photo), and Novyi lef (New left). See: Margolin, The 
Struggle for Utopia, 150-154. On photography in Soviet Russia, see: Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, "From Faktura to 
Factography," October 30 (1984): 83-119; Tupitsyn, The Soviet Photograph. 
15 El Lissitzky, “Fotopis’,” Sovetskoe Foto (May 1929): 311. Reprinted as “El Lissitzky Photography (Fotopis’)” in 
El Lissitzky, 1890-1941: Architect, Painter, Photographer, Typographer, 70. 
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Russian translation of Painting, Photography, Film with an introduction by Soviet art historian 
Alexei Federov-Davydov in 1929.  
 The arrival of several new magazines in Germany in the late 1920s helped to secure 
cameraless photography’s place in the “new photography.” Bauhaus, which first appeared in 
1926 to coincide with the opening of the new building in Dessau, was important for its 
clarification of the school’s evolving relationship to modern photography.16 The magazine’s first 
published text dealing with photography was Bauhaus instructor Moholy-Nagy’s “Photography 
is Creation with Light” (1928). A programmatic text on photography, the essay indentified 
cameraless photography as one of three key areas for further experimentation. After Moholy-
Nagy’s departure in 1928, the Hungarian Ernő Kállai took over as editor of bauhaus, writing 
several essays and reviews that pointedly criticized the experimental nature of Moholy-Nagy’s 
cameraless work. Die Form, the magazine of the Deutscher Werkbund (German Work 
Federation), paid ample attention to the activities and developments at the Bauhaus, including 
Moholy-Nagy’s interest in cameraless photography, thanks to Gropius’s affiliation with the 
Deutscher Werkbund.17 Die Form was a prime example of the “new typography,” and featured 
“new photography” on its covers, in advertisements, and within the magazine itself.18 In 1929, 
Die Form published a special issue on the Film und Foto exhibition in Stuttgart, which included 
an essay by Moholy-Nagy on cameraless photography (fig. 3-1).  
                                                 
16 See: Patrick Rössler, “Frankfurt, Leipzig, and Dessau: ‘Neue Typographie’—The New Face of the New World, 
das neue frankfurt (1926-1933) and die neue linie (1929-1943),” in The Oxford Critical and Cultural History of 
Modernist Magazines, Vol. 3, 967-991 
17 The magazine’s aim was largely in keeping with the goals of the Werkbund, to establish partnerships between 
designers and manufacturers in German industry. Published initially in 1922, it resumed in 1925 after a break during 
the period of hyperinflation. See: Ibid.; Felix Schwarz and Frank Gloor, eds., ‘Die Form’: Stimme des deutschen 
Werkbundes 1925-1934 (Gütersloh: bettelemann Fachverlag, 1969).  
18 Its first cover was designed by Bauhaus typographer Joost Schmidt, to great acclaim, and was known throughout 
its existence to make use of modern photography in its pages. 
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The new Dutch magazine i10 (1927–29), of which Moholy-Nagy was film and 
photography editor, published key essays on cameraless photography and the status of modern 
photography, including Moholy-Nagy’s “Unprecedented Photography” (1927) and “Photogram 
and Frontier Zones” (1929), as well as Ernő Kállai’s essay “Painting and Photography” (1927) 
and its subsequent responses. An international journal, whose task was to provide insight into the 
“renewal” occurring in contemporary culture, i10’s editors included, journal editor Arthur 
Lehning, and J. J. P. Oud as architecture editor.19 The magazine offered reviews and essays on 
art, architecture, and photography, and payed particular attention to the activities of the Bauhaus 
and photography. 
The popular German magazines das neue frankfurt (1926–33) and die neue linie (1929–
43) displayed a desire for all things “new,” including recent experiments in cameraless 
photography.20 Highlighting the innovative use of “new typography” and “new photography” on 
their covers and in page layouts, including covers by Moholy-Nagy and Herbert Bayer, the 
newly-established magazines featured significant essays on photography by Kállai (“Bildhafte 
Photographie” Pictorial photography) and Moholy-Nagy (“Das Fotogramm” The photogram), as 
well as an article featuring Christmas-themed cameraless photographs by Oskar Nerlinger. After 
his departure from the Bauhaus in 1928, Moholy-Nagy opened a design firm in Berlin, where he 
worked for publications like die neue linie to produce innovative cover designs and editorial 
                                                 
19 Arthur Müller Lehning, “Introduction,” i10 (January 1, 1927): 2. To emphasize the international character of the 
magazine, its opening text appeared in Dutch, German, French, and English.  
20 Patrick Rössler explains in his text that both titles were published in lower case script, in contrast to most 
magazine titles. Published in Frankfurt by Verlag Englert and Schlosser, das neue frankfurt embraced the in a format 
that catered to the educated and cultured upper classes with stories on the new architecture, and a variety of cultural 
activities in film, theater, fashion, and photography. Produced under the direction of Ernst May, councilor for 
building and construction in Frankfurt, May was influenced by Walter Gropius, and not surprisingly, das neue 
frankfurt was perceived as “a key interpreter of Bauhaus design.” Rössler notes that das neue frankfurt developed 
alongside the New Vision, and the magazine therefore highlighted the latest developments in photography in a series 
of dynamic, square-format covers. See: Patrick Rössler, “Frankfurt, Leipzig, and Dessau: ‘Neue Typographie’,” 976. 
On die neue linie, see: Patrick Rössler, Die Neue Linie 1929-1943: das Bauhaus am Kiosk (Bielefeld: Kerber, 2007). 
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contributions on photography.21 In his work for die neue linie, he put the typophoto into 
production in designs for the magazine’s covers, including its first issue in September 1929 (fig. 
3-2). Magazines like das neue frankfurt and die neue linie were emblematic of the crossover 
between the avant-garde artists and the popular press, as artists sought to disseminate and test 
their experimental approaches to photograpy in the context of large-format popular magazines. 
 Published by Ullstein Verlag, the Berlin-based periodical UHU was the most popular 
illustrated monthly magazine in Germany between 1924 and 1934.22 A 1928 article, “Photogram: 
A New Pastime with Light-Sensitive Paper” was indicative of the sort of general interest stories 
featured in UHU during this period. The article provided a how-to for UHU’s readers, with 
illustrations of recent cameraless work by Moholy-Nagy and a photograph of a woman creating 
her own cameraless photograph based on the article’s instructions. An example of the process’s 
return to the world of amateur pastimes and novel photographic experiments, the article might be 
better thought of as part of the magazine’s attempts to educate readers on the importance of 
photography to their contemporary life. It also illustrates the ongoing dialogue between the 
avant-garde and the popular, and the fact that cameraless photography was never the exclusive 
domain of either.  
The new photography yearbook, Das Deutsche Lichtbild (The German Photography), 
was launched in 1927 by photographer Hans Windisch and continued publication through 
                                                 
21 On Moholy-Nagy’s work as a freelance designer in Berlin, see: Passuth, Moholy-Nagy; Pfeiffer, László Moholy-
Nagy Retrospective; Witkovsky, Eliel, and Vail, Moholy-Nagy: Future Present.   
22 UHU was a pioneering American style general interest magazine that made use of the latest printing technology 
with important writing and innovative use of photography. It featured essays and articles by such prominent writers 
as Bertolt Brecht and Walter Benjamin, and photography by Moholy-Nagy, Martin Munkácsy, Albert Renger-
Patzsch, Sasha Stone, Umbo (Otto Umbehr), Erich Salomon, and Yva. On UHU, see: Patrick Rössler, “Zwischen 
‘Neuem Sehen’ und der bildpublizistischen Massenware: Der Aufstieg des Fotojournalismus in UHU, Querschnitt 
und Berliner Illustrirte Zeitung,” in. “Der ganze Verlag ist einfach eine Bonbonniere”: Ullstein in der ersten Hälfte 




1938.23 Offering a summary of the year’s achievements in photography, its first installment 
revealed the influence of Moholy-Nagy’s New Vision and his foregrounding of cameraless 
photography. Das Deutsche Lichtbild, appearing in the same year as the second edition of 
Malerei Fotografie Film, published significant programmatic essays by Moholy-Nagy and 
Renger-Patzsch. In addition to Moholy-Nagy’s “Die beispiellos Fotografie” (Unprecedented 
Photography) and Renger-Patzsch’s “Ziele” (Aims), Das Deutsche Lichtbild included Erwin 
Quedenfeldt’s “Abstrakte Lichtbildkunst” in 1929 with an alternate view of cameraless 
photography’s possibilities.  
These years also saw cameraless photography’s publication in several important books on 
photography. In addition to the second edition of Malerei Fotografie Film published in 1927 
(with changed spelling), cameraless photography was featured in two important books in 1929 in 
conjunction with the Film und Foto (FiFo) exhibition: Franz Roh and Jan Tschichold’s Foto-
Auge: 76 Fotos der Zeit24 and Werner Gräff’s Es kommt der neue Fotograf! (Here Comes the 
New Photographer!).25 Drawing heavily on the works included in the groundbreaking Werkbund 
exhibition FiFo, the two books effectively summarized the “new photography” up to that point, 
providing relevant examples and advice for amateurs and professionals alike so that they too 
would join in the photographic revolution.  
                                                 
23 See: Abbaspour et al., Object: Photo.  
24 See: Rittelmann, “Constructed Identities”; Inka Graeve Ingelmann. “Mechanics and Expression: Franz Roh and 
the New Vision—A Historical Sketch.” In Mitra Abbaspour, Lee Ann Daffner, and Maria Morris Hambourg, eds. 
Object:Photo. Modern Photographs: The Thomas Walther Collection 1909–1949. An Online Project of The 
Museum of Modern Art. New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 2014. 
http://www.moma.org/interactives/objectphoto/assets/essays/GraeveIngelmann. 
25 Es kommt der neue Fotograf! was printed in conjunction with the Fifo exhibition in an edition of 5,000, the book 
soon sold out due to the popularity of the exhibition. See: Daniel Magilow, “Photography’s Linguistic Turn: On 
Werner Gräff’s Here Comes the New Photographer!” in On Writing with Photography, eds. Karen Beckman and 
Liliane Weissberg (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2013), 94-116; and Leesa Rittelmann, “Constructed 
Identities: The German Photobook from Weimar to the Third Reich” (PhD diss., University of Pittsburgh, 2002); 
Stetler, Stop Reading! Look!: Modern Vision and the Weimar Photographic Book. 
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By the end of the decade, amateur and professional photography magazines were actively 
engaged in the debates surrounding the “new photography” and cameraless photography’s role 
therein. Moholy-Nagy, in particular, believed that this new approach to photography necessitated 
the “re-education” of photographers in new forms and methods that encouraged them to work 
“photographically.”26 He published important didactic essays in the late 1920s, including the 
1929 “Neue Wege in der Photographie” (New Paths in Photography) in the Austrian 
photographic journal Photographische Rundschau27, the 1927 “Photography in Advertising” in 
Photographische Korrespondenz (Photographic Correspondence)28, and the 1927 “Eine 
Programmandeutung für fotografische Arbeit” (A Suggested Program for Photographic Work) in 
Der Führer: Ausstellung des Verbandes deutscher Amateur-photographen-Vereine (The Guide: 
                                                 
26 The new approach to photography spilled over in publications on film and cinematography, including Der 
Kinematograph (The Cinematographer). The first German magazine for film and cinematography, it was published 
from 1907 to 1935 as the “First Trade Journal for the Entire Art of Photography.” Appearing initially as a weekly, 
and later (1929) as a daily, Der Kinematograph was geared toward film producers, distributers, and movie theater 
operators. It was concerned with the promotion of film as a new art and cultural form and published a range of texts 
on issues relevant to the industry. In the 1920s, the magazine featured a more modern look and shifted its focus to 
film reviews and film criticism. Der Kinematograph featured an essay, “Das Fotogramm—Die Lichtmalerei” (The 
Photogram—Painting with Light) in 1929, which, following the philosophy of Moholy-Nagy, provided a discussion 
of light as a means of expression in photography and film. On Der Kinematograph, see: Scott Curtis and Richard 
Abel, eds., Der Kinematograph: The Encyclopedia of Early Cinema (London: Routledge, 2005). 
27 Photographische Rundschau und Mitteilungen. was launched in 1887 as the journal of the Amateur Photography 
Club in Vienna (it subsequently moved to Halle), later merging with Photographische Mitteilungen in 1912 to 
become Photographische Rundschau und Mitteilungen. The lavishly illustrated publication was among the earliest 
magazines produced for amateur photographers and paid particular attention to technical and artistic debates. After 
the two journals merged in 1912, it was published continuously for the next thirty-two years. According to German 
photography historian Rolf Sachsse, “it was Photographische Rundschau where young followers of art could see 
images by important professionals. Accompanied by lengthy debates on the pros and cons of printing processes, by 
long critical essays on exhibitions and contests, the magazine secured its reader with the information necessary to 
take part in most of the photographic affairs in Germany.” See: Rolf Sachsse, “Photographische Rundschau” in 
Encyclopedia of Nineteenth-Century Photography, ed. John Hannavy (New York, N.Y: Routledge, 2008), 1096.  
28 Another long-running photography magazine (1864–1971), Photographische Korrespondenz (Photographic 
Correspondence) was published in Vienna as the primary journal of the Photographic Society. Focused primarily on 
perfecting craftsmanship in various genres of photography, the magazine was less focused on art photography and 
aesthetics than it was on providing information about the latest developments and techniques. By the late 1920s, 
however, the magazine was publishing essays by Moholy-Nagy, Renger-Patzsch, Heinrich Schwarz, and Erwin 
Quedenfeldt, among others. The magazine reproduced numerous cameraless photographs by Moholy-Nagy in the 
1920s. Initially appearing under the title Photographische Correspondenz, the magazine’s title was changed in 1903 
to Photographische Korrespondenz under Josef Maria Eder and Ludwig Schrank. Otto Hochreiter, Timm Starl, eds., 
Der Zweite Eindruck, Bildbeigaben der Photographische Correspondenz 1864-1971 (Vienna: Osterreichisches 
Fotoarchiv im Musum Moderner Kunst, 1984).  
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Exhibition of the German Association for Amateur Photography), the exhibition catalogue for 
the group’s 1927 exhibition held at the Kunstgewerbe museum.  
Despite Moholy-Nagy’s advocacy, cameraless photography was also debated and 
criticized in the pages of amateur and photography magazines. For example, Erwin 
Quedenfeldt’s essay on “Die Abstrakte Lichtbildkunst” in Photographische Korrespondenz 
suggested a more subjective take on cameraless photography, while Dr. Willi Warstat spoke 
critically of Moholy-Nagy’s theories of “productive” photography in Deutscher Kamera 
Almanach (German Camera Almanac). The worker photographer magazine, Der Arbeiter-
Fotograf, was openly hostile to cameraless photography and other aspects of the “new 
photography.” The 1929 essay by Walter Nettelbeck entitled “Sinn und Unsinn der ‘Modernen’ 
Fotografie” (Sense and Nonsense in ‘Modern’ Photography), for example, criticized cameraless 
photography, and other forms of experimental (art) photography, for disregarding the realities of 
proletarian life.  
 French, American, and Central European publications continued to reproduce cameraless 
photographs during this period, even if they did not actively engage in the debates about modern 
photography. 29 Although Moholy-Nagy published essays in French publications during this 
period, they dealt with the larger field of photography and made little or no reference to 
cameraless photography.30 Central European magazines and avant-garde journals continued their 
                                                 
29 In France, these included art and avant-garde magazines like Documents internationaux de l’esprit nouveau, La 
Révolution Surréaliste, Le Grand Jeu, Discontnuité, Variétés (Belgian Surrealist journal), Art et Décoration, and 
Paris Montparnasse.  
30 Christian Zervos’s art magazine, Cahiers d’Art, was mentioned previously as an important venue for discussions 
about the latest developments in art, which increasingly included photography. Zervos’s commitment to 
photography led him to publish Moholy-Nagy’s essay “La Photographie ce qu’elle etait ce qu’elle devra être” 
(Photography: What It Was, What It Should Be) in 1929. See: László Moholy-Nagy, “La Photographie ce qu’elle 
etait ce qu’elle devra être,” Cahiers d’Art vol. 4, no. 1 (1929): 29-30. The essay did not address cameraless 
photography specifically, however, its appearance was a clear indication that his ideas were making inroads in 
France by the end of the decade. Zervos had developed an interest in modern photography and was among the 
advisers for the Deutscher Werkbund’s large-scale exhibition, Film und Foto. Similarly, the French literary journal 
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explication of photography and film into the late 1920s. Czech Devětsil magazine ReD 
reproduced a steady stream of cameraless experiments by Moholy-Nagy, Man Ray, El Lissitzky, 
Jaromír Funke, and Jindřich Štyrský. Another Czech avant-garde review out of Prague, Plan, 
revue pro literaturu umeni a vedu 1929–1930 (Plan, Review for Literature, Art, and Science), 
featured cameraless photographs by Man Ray, Moholy-Nagy, and Belgian Surrealist E. L. T. 
Mesens. The Czech magazine Fronta, affiliated with the Brno branch of Devětsil, featured 
cameraless work by Jaroslav Rössler and Moholy-Nagy.31 
 These new venues and publications helped disseminate the work of an ever-expanding 
group of cameraless photographers during the late years of the 1920s. The group of artists and 
photographers experimenting with the medium continued to grow, including German 
photographers Hugo Erfurth and Erwin Quedenfeldt, Czech photographers Jaromír Funke and 
Jindřich Štyrský, Belgian Surrealist E. L. T. Mesens, German artists Oskar Nerlinger and Rolf 
Cavael, as well as work by a host of unknown amateur cameraless photographers. By the end of 
the decade, cameraless photography had clearly extended its reach due to its frequent appearance 
in print. The sustained influence of Man Ray, Moholy-Nagy, and Lissitzky was felt throughout 
the 1920s. They continued to publish their work, giving the medium their stamp of approval, 
which in turn provided examples for artists and photographers. The steady stream of publications 
                                                 
Transition (1927–38) was known for its innovative writing in literature, poetry, art, and politics, with a dedicated 
emphasis on Dada, Surrealism, and Expressionism. The journal took an interest in growing popularity of 
photography in the late 1920s, publishing Moholy-Nagy’s essay “The Future of the Photographic Process” in 1929. 
This particular essay deals with the potential of photographic technologies for the future, and while the essay 
summarizes the possibilities of photography, Moholy-Nagy does not specifically reference cameraless photography 
in its pages (though it does reproduce one). It will therefore not be discussed here. See: Moholy-Nagy, “The Future 
of the Photographic Process,” Transition 15 (1929): 289-293. For more on Transition, see: Noel Riley Fitch, IN 
transition: A Paris Anthology. Writing and Art from transition Magazine 1927-1930 (New York: Anchor Books, 
Doubleday, 1990). 
31 The magazine ran from 1928-1939. See: Éva Forgács and Tyrus Miller, “The avant-garde in Budapest and in exile 
in Vienna: A Tett (1915-6), Ma (Budapest 1916-9; Vienna 1920-6), Egyseg (1922-4), Akasztott Ember (1922), 2x2 
(1922), Ek (1923-4), Is (1924), 365 (1925), Dokumentum (1926-7), Munka (1928-39), in The Oxford Critical and 




and exhibitions that appeared in the late 1920s allowed for greater interaction with cameraless 
photography, thus propelling the medium into the popular imagination in a way that was 
unthinkable at the beginning of the decade. Even if discussions of cameraless photography 
decreased in Paris and elsewhere, the near international scope of publications and exhibitions 
like FiFo, ensured that Man Ray’s cameraless work would continue to be seen and discussed. 
The interest in the “new photography” brought with it increased knowledge about 
photography’s history, and it therefore played a significant role in discussions about cameraless 
photography at the end of the decade. Some photographers, critics, and art historians looked to 
the medium’s history—photogenic drawings, leaf prints, and X-rays—to provide justifications 
for current trends, a tendency evident both in writings from the period and in the large-scale 
photography exhibitions staged in Germany and elsewhere in the late 1920s. Also important was 
the growing interest in providing an art historical basis and justification for the “new 
photography.” These years are viewed by some scholars, including Matthew Witkovsky and 
Pepper Stetler, as the beginning of an art history of photography. Indeed, art historians like Franz 
Roh, were, by 1929, providing readings of the “new photography” as part of a larger history of 
vision and perception.32 If photography was to be understood as an art form with relevance to 
their contemporary moment, there was a feeling, shared by Roh and others, that the medium 
should be situated as the culmination of a history of vision to that point. For Roh, who favored 
anonymous practitioners, a history of photography veered toward a history of the medium as art. 
Implied in this argument was the notion that photography, whether by avant-garde or anonymous 
                                                 
32 See, for example: Martin Gasser, “Histories of Photography 1839–1939.” Matthew Witkovsky, “Circa 1930: Art 
History and the New Photography”; and Pepper Stetler, “Franz Roh and the Art History of Photography,” in 




practitioners, could be art “when performed properly.”33 At a moment when those affiliated with 
the “new photography” were seeking to understand its implications, and more importantly to 
teach the public about this new way of seeing, encouraging them to engage in active looking and 
producing, it was important to connect contemporary photography to the medium’s larger 
history. Cameraless photography was one important example of photography’s continuity. 
As the conversation coalesced in and around Central Europe in the years between 1927 
and 1929, cameraless photography was increasingly positioned in relation to the “new 
photography” and Moholy-Nagy’s New Vision. As a means of popularizing the “new 
photography,” cameraless photography appeared with greater frequency in popular and 
photography magazines. At the end of the decade, debates about the path or paths of modern 
photography picked up steam as factions engaged in often vociferous exchanges in art and 
photography publications. The desire for a modern idiom, a new language of photography, was 
at the center of many debates about the medium’s future. Whether cameraless photography 
should be a part of photography’s expanding lexicon was an important consideration for many of 
the texts that follow.  
 
1. Popularizing the “New Photography”: Cameraless Photography in Popular and 
Photography Magazines  
During the late twenties discussion and illustration of cameraless photographs occurred 
with greater frequency in the pages of popular magazines, illustrated newspapers, and 
photography magazines and annuals. Cameraless photography was often included as a novel 
component of the “new photography” in general interest stories, programmatic statements, and in 
                                                 
33 Witkovsky, “Circa 1930: Art History and the New Photography,” 3. 
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innovative typography and graphic design for magazine covers and page layouts. Articles and 
essays were concerned with the popular application of new forms of photography. Whether 
intended to sell, design, or educate, these texts shared a desire to look beyond cameraless 
photography as the sole domain of avant-garde artistic production, and looked instead to its 
application in design, advertising, amateur, and popular photography. By the end of the decade, 
cameraless photography was part of a growing trend toward the integration of photography 
within the larger fields of advertising and graphic design. Important essays by Moholy-Nagy on 
photography in advertising, Jan Tschichold on photography and typography, and El Lissitzky on 
the use of the cameraless photography and photomontage in modern polygraphic techniques, 
highlighted interests in incorporating new photographic forms like cameraless photography into 
modern design and typography. Articles in popular magazines—UHU, die neue linie, Das 
Magazin, Die Form, and das neue frankfurt—promoted cameraless photography as a populist 
medium, often alluding to the medium’s amateur past, particularly its use as a form of 
photographic amusement throughout the nineteenth century. Essays in Deutscher Kamera 
Almanach, Photographische Rundschau und Mitteilungen, and Photographische Korrespondenz 
brought cameraless photography directly to the publications that supported amateur and 
professional photography by emphasizing the medium’s varied possibilities.  
As early as 1925, in the pages of Malerei Photographie Film, Moholy-Nagy had posited 
the use of cameraless photography for advertising and design purposes. The newly conceived 
“typophoto” combined typography, “communication composed in type,” and photography, “the 
visual presentation of what can be optically apprehended” into a single cohesive image, to 
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produce “the visually most exact rendering of communication.”34 He further explored the 
potential use of “typophotos” in his 1926 essay “Fotoplastische Reklame.”35 In the essay, 
Moholy-Nagy addressed the practical application of the cameraless photograph and the 
“fotoplastik” (the term used to describe his seamless form of photomontage), pointing the viewer 
to his own preliminary experiments putting these mediums to work in book, magazine, and 
poster design. As evidence of cameraless photography’s effective use in advertising and design, 
he included a typophotographic example produced for the Goerz Company. Utilizing both 
negative and positive cameraless images with the Goerz company logo, the advertisement 
brought together image and text in a radically new way that suggested something of the 
company’s products (fig. 3-3). The Goerz Company was a major manufacturer of cameras, 
lenses, and optical equipment, which, for Moholy-Nagy, did not preclude cameraless 
photography’s use (given that it uses neither camera or lens) in the promotion of its products.36 
In fact, Moholy-Nagy alluded to the optical nature of Goerz’s products through the use of 
camereless photography. Further on he suggested that the X-ray would be used in the future for 
advertising purposes due to its ability to reveal the internal workings of objects and their means 
of construction. An X-ray photograph (Röntgenfoto) of a gun, showing its inner workings, was 
reproduced to make the point (fig. 3-4). In the end, “Fotoplastische Reklame” was as much a 
justification for cameraless photography as a creative medium as it was for its use in advertising.  
With a new audience in mind, he took up the subject of cameraless photography’s use in 
advertising again in 1927 in “Die Photographie in der Reklame” (Photography in advertising). 
                                                 
34 “in Druck gestaltete Mitteilung.” . . . “die visuelle Darstellung das optisch Faßbaren,” . . . Das Typophoto is die 
visuell exaktest dargestellte Mitteilung.” Malerei Photographie Film (1925), 31 (39). For a more detailed 
discussion of Moholy-Nagy’s “typophoto,” see Chapter II, pages 98-99. 
35 László Moholy-Nagy, “Fotoplastische Reklame,” Offset. Buch und Werbekunst 7 (1926): 386-394. 
36 Another pair of cameraless works from the series of Goerz images was published in the Swiss magazine Das Werk 
in 1926.   
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Published in the German photography magazine Photographische Korrespondenz, Moholy-
Nagy’s essay took his case directly to amateur and professional photographers. He articulated his 
view that photography had a role to play in the transformation of visual culture through its use in 
advertising, magazines, posters, and other printed matter.37 It is worth recalling that Moholy-
Nagy wrote several essays on the new typography between 1923 and 1926, in which he argued 
that the new typography was “a simultaneous experience of vision and communication” made 
possible by clarity of message, efficiency, and optical effects.38  
In these early texts he foregrounded the importance of new compositions that would 
integrate different typefaces, geometric forms, color, and, photography, often referring to 
cameraless photography. The new typography’s reliance on photography was viewed as a means 
of breaking from traditional nineteenth-century forms of illustration—forms that included 
drawings and woodcuts.39 He believed the combination of “new photography” and new forms of 
typography held the most promise for the future. Building on his earlier writings, portions of 
“Die Photographie in der Reklame” restate “Fotoplastische Reklame,” and relevant sections of 
Malerei Photographie Film, however, in this instance he directed his text to those poised to 
make use of its suggestions. Moholy-Nagy therefore took a longer view of his subject with 
discussions on the importance of photography with an overview of recent experiments; a 
summary of photography in advertising and the need to reconceive of advertising photography as 
“visual design;” a section on the nature of visual design; a discussion of the autonomy of 
                                                 
37 László Moholy-Nagy, “Die Photographie in der Reklame,” Photographische Korrespondenz, no. 9 (September 
1927): 257-260. For the English translation, see: László Moholy-Nagy, “Photography in Advertising,” in Phillips, 
Photography in the Modern Era, 86-93.  
38 László Moholy-Nagy, “The New Typography,” in Kostelanetz, Moholy-Nagy: An Anthology, 76. Originally 
published in Staatliches Bauhaus in Weimar, 1919-1933 (Munich 1923). See also: László Moholy-Nagy, “Bauhaus 
Typography” and “Contemporary Typography,” in Kostelanetz, 76-80. “Bauhaus und Typographie” was originally 
published in Anhaltische Rundschau (September 14, 1925); and “Zeitgemässe Typographie” was originally 
published in Offset. Buch und Werbekunst VII (1926): 375-385.  
39 See: Hight, Picturing Modernism, 38-39. 
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photographic means and the necessity of establishing an “exact language of photography”; a 
suggested program that laid out the types of experiments that should be undertaken; and finally, 
discussions dealing with the use of cameraless photography and photoplastics in advertising.40  
Moholy-Nagy believed that, like photography, advertising should keep pace with and 
adapt to the rapidly changing times by making its presence felt to the masses.41 He argued that a 
revolution in advertising was only possible through creative work and greater experimentation in 
photography:  
[c]reative design is founded on knowledge of fundamental biological laws and mastery of 
the corresponding technology. We know today that advertising, too, has need of creative 
powers, just like other forms of design. This insight, in turn, is the basis for conceiving of 
advertising photography as visual design.42   
 
Moholy-Nagy’s argument regarding the “mastery of the corresponding technology” was 
reminiscent of his earlier discussions regarding the “productive” use of photography. As a form 
of “creative design,” the power of advertising should be equivalent to a visual language, and 
since “[t]oday everything is concentrated, more powerfully than ever before, on the visual,” 
designers must make use of “all available means of visual expression.”43 Interestingly, because 
his experiments with photography and advertising to this point involved cameraless photography, 
they were, for Moholy-Nagy, exemplary of the medium’s effectiveness in book, magazine, and 
poster design. As discussed above, his designs for the cover of Broom, the advertising images 
produced for Goerz, and the cover of Malerei Photographie Film, provided him with concrete 
examples of cameraless photography’s use in advertising and other printed matter as a form of 
“visual design.”  
                                                 
40 Moholy-Nagy, “Photography in Advertising,” in Phillips, Photography in the Modern Era, 86-93. 
41 For more on Moholy-Nagy’s advertising photography see: Irene-Charlotte Lusk, Montagen ins Blaue: Laszlo 
Moholy-Nagy, Fotomontagen und Collagen, 1922-1943 (Giessen: Anabas, 1980). 
42 Original emphasis. Moholy-Nagy, “Photography in Advertising,” in Phillips, 88. 
43 Ibid., 91. 
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The cameraless designs for Goerz and Broom were seamless images produced 
cameralessly by placing objects, stencils, and lettering directly on light-sensitive paper (figs. 3-3 
and 2-5). The cover of Malerei Photographie Film was a more complicated undertaking, as it 
required the combination of two cameraless photographs (likely rephotographed to produce two 
negatives that could be superimposed to create a single image), which was then overlaid with 
bold typography (fig. 2-4). In this sense, the “typophoto” was related to Moholy-Nagy’s newly 
conceived “fotoplastik,” his form of photomontage, which “although composed of many 
photographs (copied, pasted, retouched)—create[d] the controlled and coherent effect of a single 
picture equivalent to a photograph (with camera obscura).”44 In her book on “typophoto,” 
Bauhaus scholar Claudia Müller argues that Moholy-Nagy established photomontage as an 
advertising form.45 And indeed, his advertisements and book covers were produced from 
multiple typophotographic elements, including cameraless photographs, photoplastics, and text, 
which were montaged together to create advertisements and magazine covers, then 
rephotographed for reproduction in print.  
Moholy-Nagy was convinced, then, that the future of printing belonged to 
photomechanical processes, for which the photo-typographer must prepare himself. In 1930, he 
summed up the technical process for combining photography, text, and page design: “the page, 
assembled of photograph, script from handwriting and typewriter, pieces of type, color, etc., is 
reproduced photographically and a printing block is produced from the photographic plate.”46 In 
                                                 
44 Ibid., 92. 
45 Claudia Müller, Typofoto: Wege der Typografie zur Foto-Text-Montage bei Laszlo Moholy-Nagy, Neue 
Bauhausbücher (Berlin: Gebr. Mann Verlag, 1994), 40. 
46 “Die aus foto, hand- und schreibmaschinen-schrift, satzstück, farbe etc. Zusammengestellte seite wird fotografisch 
reproduziert, und nach der fotoplatte eine druckplatte hergestellt. Der druck kann dann in einer von ökonomischen 
überlegungen her zu bestimmenden drucktechnik ausgeführt werden.”  László Moholy-Nagy, “Moholy-Nagy,” in 
Gefesselter Blick: 25 kurze Monographien und Beiträge über neue Werbegestaltung (Stuttgart: Wissenschaftlischer 
Verlag, 1930), 69-72, 69. The book was reprinted in 1996 as: Gefesselter Blick: 25 kurze Monographien und 
Beiträge über neue Werbegestaltung (Baden, Switzerland: Lars Müller Publishers, 1996).  
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a text panel for the 1929 Berlin exhibition Neue Typographie, a typed statement that was 
photographed and enlarged (further making the point regarding the importance of combining 
printed text and photography), Moholy-Nagy suggested that these newly conceived pages were 
produced, not by printers, but by the “monteur of print models” (“monteur des druckmodells”).47 
This is important, because, as Ingrid Pfeiffer notes, Moholy-Nagy went significantly further than 
his colleagues in the “new typography” in his promulgation of the “light-based photographic 
printing process that is still in use today, as opposed to the typesetting technique previously 
practiced by printers since Gutenberg.”48 Photography then, and its mechanical reproduction, 
was the key to modern typography and the transformation of the printed page.49  
Although he brought together cameraless photography and typography in several 
magazine and book covers in the late 1920s and early 1930s and wrote about the creative 
possibilities of their combination in several texts from this period, Moholy-Nagy never made 
extensive use of cameraless photography for advertising or graphic design. As in his other texts, 
he was less concerned in “Photography in Advertising” with definitive statements than he was 
with issuing a call to action. He hoped to reinvigorate advertising photography by introducing 
amateur and professional photographers to the possibilities provided by combining two emerging 
fields: “new photography” and “new typography.” 
                                                 
47 Matthew Witkovsky makes this point in his recent essay on Moholy-Nagy. See: Matthew Witkovsky, “Elemental 
Marks,” in Moholy-Nagy: Future Present, 24. Olivier Lugon reproduces the text panel from the Neue Typographie 
exhibition in his essay on the influence of Moholy-Nagy and Sigfied Giedion on the Film und Foto exhibition. See: 
Olivier Lugon, “Neues Sehen, Neue Geschichte: László Moholy-Nagy, Sigfied Giedion und die Ausstellung Film 
und Foto,” 88-105. 
48 Ingrid Pfeiffer, “László Moholy-Nagy’s Advertising Graphic Design in the Context of So-Called Bauhaus 
Typography,” in László Moholy-Nagy: Retrospective, 110-114, 113. 




The 1931 cover of the advertising magazine Qualität was another important example of 
cameraless photography’s “typophotographic” use for magazine covers (fig. 3-5).50 The issue, 
appropriately retitled Foto-Qualität, addressed the subject of modern photography. The cover 
effectively made the case for photography’s use in advertising—Qualität was an advertising 
magazine after all—by combining multiple photographs of different types that were overlaid 
with modern script. For the cover design, he combined two (positive) cameraless photographs 
(they appear dark on a light ground), along with bold typography and a photograph of a camera, 
all of which were montaged together and rephotographed to produce the final cover. In Moholy-
Nagy’s mind, because cameraless photography was capable of expanding sensory perception, 
“[i]t is easy to predict that our eyes, trained to adapt to the increasing refinement of visual 
language, will soon encounter similar works yielding even richer and more stimulating pleasures. 
That is true for the use of X-ray pictures.”51 The cameraless photograph in concert with effective 
visual design aided in training the viewer in this new visual language. As Moholy-Nagy argued 
time and again:   
[w]here photography is used without a camera, as in a photogram, the relationships of 
contrast between the deepest black and brightest white, with the intermediation of the 
subtlest gray tones, are sufficient to create a language of light that is devoid of 
representational meaning yet capable of eliciting an immediate visual experience.52  
 
When combined with new typographical elements, the new visual experiences prompted by 
cameraless photography, increased the overall effectiveness of advertising as a form of visual 
communication.  
                                                 
50 See: Cover, Qualität 9, no. 1-2 (1931). For illustrations of the two cameraless photographs used to produce the 
cover, see: Heyne, Moholy-Nagy: The Photograms, 156-159.  
51 Original emphasis. Moholy-Nagy, “Photography in Advertising,” in Phillips, Photography in the Modern Era,  
91.  
52 Ibid., 89-90. 
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 Considered a pioneer of the “new typography,”53 Jan Tschichold was also convinced that 
the combination of typography and modern photography could bring about a more effective form 
of visual communication in the modern age.54 In his 1928 essay on photography and typography, 
Tschichold considered Moholy-Nagy’s MPF informative on the subject and included relevant 
examples by Lissitzky and Piet Zwart that illustrated cameraless photography’s creative 
possibilities when combined with modern typography.55 Concurrent technical advances in 
printing allowed designers and typographers to combine photographs with text on magazine and 
book covers and in magazine layouts, which in turn led to increased demand for innovative use 
of photography and typography. Published in the Werkbund’s magazine Die Form, “Fotografie 
und Typografie” (Photography and typography) discussed the two mediums and how they could 
be effectively integrated to bring about a new form of visual expression.56 He believed that 
photography was a necessary, even essential, component of modern typography. “[I]ndeed, we 
regard photography as the mark that distinguishes our typography from all its predecessors.”57 
Thanks to recent technological advancements, photography’s impact was being felt in 
advertising and design to an ever-greater extent. “The great, purely practical value of 
                                                 
53 “The ‘new typography’ was both an expression and vehicle of change, suited to new production methods, new 
kinds of printed matter, and to altered political and social perceptions. . . [i]ts underlying impetus was the rationalist 
end of improving the organization and communication of information.” See: William Owen, Modern Magazine 
Design (New York: Rizzoli, 1991), 20.  
54 On Jan Tschichold and the New Typography, see: Alston W. Purvis, “Tschichold and the New Typography,” in 
Jan Tschichold: Master Typographer, His Life, Work and Legacy (London: Thames and Hudson, 2008), 23-67. On 
graphic design in avant-garde magazines, see: Steven Heller, Merz to Émigré and Beyond: Avant-Garde Magazine 
Design of the Twentieth Century (New York: Phaidon. 2003). 
55 Tschichold’s involvement with the Werkbund’s FiFo exhibition—he was both an advisor for the exhibition and 
designer of the book Foto-Auge—meant that he was well-versed in the “new photography.” His involvement in 
FiFo will be discussed in greater detail below. 
56 In 1928, Tschichold published a book on typography and graphic design that summarized his views. Entitled Die 
neue Typographie (The New Typography), the book included the essay “Fotografie und Typografie” (Photography 
and Typography) as one of its chapters. Jan Tschichold, “Photography and Typography,” in Phillips, Photography in 
the Modern Era, 121-127. Original publication: Jan Tschichold, “Fotografie und Typografie,” Die Form (Berlin), 
no. 7 (1928): 140-150, and Die neue Typografie (Berlin: Bikdungsverband der deutscher Buchdrucker, 1928), 89-98. 
57 Tschichold, “Photography and Typography,” in Phillips, Photography in the Modern Era, 125. 
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photography resides in the relative ease with which this mechanical process can furnish a faithful 
copy of an object, compared with more laborious methods.”58 As such, Tschichold’s primary 
concern was for the integration of photography with text in such a way that allowed for easier 
“reading.”  
Tschichold reproduced Lissitzky’s Pelikan Ink advertisements and an advertisement for 
tension cables by Dutch artist Piet Zwart as examples of cameraless photography’s combination 
with typography (figs. 3-6 and 3-7).  
The photogram can be used in advertising as well. The first one to do this was El 
Lissitzky in 1924. An absolutely excellent work by him is the photogram for Pelikan Ink. 
Even the writing was produced by a mechanical-photographic method.  . . . Since all one 
needs is sensitized paper and at most a darkroom, anyone can try his hand at making 
photograms. In this connection, special mention should be made of the book Painting 
Photography Film by Moholy-Nagy, which includes a thorough and very instructive 
discussion of these matters.59 
 
Like Moholy-Nagy’s cover design for Broom, Lissitzky’s Pelikan Ink advertisements were 
cameralessly produced using objects—an ink jar and pen—along with stenciling to spell out the 
company name and product. As Paul Galvez has noted, the peculiarity of the image made for an 
arresting advertisement that undoubtedly captured the imagination of its viewers, a condition 
“bound up with the tension between mechanical reproduction (the mass-produced Pelikan logo, 
the photogram technique itself) and traditional writing (manual instrument, writing fluid).”60 
There was no overlaid text or additional images in the final design; it was an advertisement 
produced cameralessly from start to finish.  
Zwart’s advertisement was perhaps more typical of photography’s early integration with 
typography, in that it reproduced cameralessly the tension cables being advertised on one half of 
                                                 
58 Ibid., 122. 
59 Ibid., 124. 
60 Paul Galvez, “Self-Portrait of the Artist as a Monkey-Hand,” October, vol. 93 (Summer, 2000): 125. 
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the page, while the other half of the page spelled out the company and product names in bold 
typography. By including these two examples, Tschichold demonstrated two different, but 
equally effective, approaches to cameraless photography’s use as a form of “typophoto.” Like 
Moholy-Nagy, Tschichold viewed halftone printing as the way forward because it joined “the 
letters and lines in the type case as an equally up-to-date, but more differentiated, typographical 
element.”61 Although modern typeface and improved printing techniques were critical to the 
“new typography,” it was their integration with photography that offered the most promise.  
The great possibilities of photography itself have hardly been recognized yet, except by a 
narrow circle of specialists, and are certainly far from exhausted. But there is no doubt 
that the graphic culture of the future will make much more extensive use of photography 
than is done at present. Photography will be as symptomatic of our age as the woodcut 
was for the Gothic period. This imposes today, on all the graphic professions, the 
obligation creatively to develop the techniques of photography and reproduction, so as to 
ready them for the increased demands of a near future.62 
 
More in keeping with the demands of the modern age, new forms of visual expression, like 
cameraless photography and photomontage, served to energize the burgeoning field of graphic 
design. They were thus imperative for a new era of visual communication. 
 Discussions of cameraless photography’s use for advertising purposes were appearing 
with greater frequency by the end of the 1920s. While Moholy-Nagy and Tschichold actively 
encouraged its use in a range of texts, advertising magazines like Qualität and Gebrauchsgraphik 
                                                 
61 Tschichold, “Photography and Typography,” 126. Commercially available from 1893, halftone printing involved 
breaking down the photographic image into a pattern that could be translated onto a printing plate (printing presses 
were unable to print shades of gray). According to Sarah Kennel, “The halftone process is a photomechanical 
printing technique by which a photographic image is translated onto the printed page as a pattern of dots of varying 
sizes. These appear to the naked eye as the continuous tones of a photograph. For letterpress halftone, the dot pattern 
is transferred to a metal plate, which is then etched and used for relief printing. Letterpress halftone was commonly 
used to print images in newspapers, magazines, and books until the 1960s, when offset lithography gradually 
replaced it.” Importantly, the translation of photography to print also allowed for the reproduction of photography 
with typography, which facilitated greater experimentation with innovative designs for the printed page. See: Sarah 
Kennel, In the Darkroom: An Illustrated Guide to Photographic Processes Before the Digital Age (Washington DC: 
National Gallery of Art, 2009), 55-57. 
62 Tschichold, “Photography and Typography,” 126-127. 
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were taking notice as well. The December 1928 issue of the international advertising magazine 
Gebrauchsgraphik included a brief article (in German and English) on El Lissitzky, with the title 
“El Lissitzky: Moskau” (El Lissitzky: Moscow). Written by Traugott Schalcher, the article was 
illustrated with Lissitzky’s cameraless advertisement for Pelikan Ink, along with his 1923 Self-
Portrait (The Constructor), which appeared with the title “Portrait of Himself: Photo-Painting” 
(Selbstporträt: Photomalerei) (figs. 3-8 and 3-9). Schalcher, a staff writer for the Berlin-based 
magazine, was intrigued by the diversity of Lissitzky’s work and viewed it as one of many 
“striking effects” of the 1917 Revolution. Of Lissitzky he wrote, “[h]ere is a poster for the Red 
Army and cheek by jowl with it the artist calls our attention to Pelikan inks. Such is the singular 
mixture of Russian and German, mercantile and communistic, in Lissitzky’s art.”63 Schalcher 
was struck, it seems, with the multiplicity of Lissitzky’s work because it effectively skirted the 
lines between capitalism and Communism. Lissitzky’s Pelikan Ink advertisements were a perfect 
example of this tension because they embodied his experimental approach to photography that 
thrived under capitalism. Lissitzky used cameraless photography for the Pelikan Ink 
advertisements because the medium showed the objects from multiple sides, providing useful 
information about the product in a visually arresting image; a condition that allowed for its 
potential use under Communism as well as in capitalistic countries.  
Maria Gough has suggested that Lissitzky was rather ambivalent about his advertising 
work. Although he lamented the exploitation of his labor “under capitalist relations of 
production,” he was also inclined to include his Pelikan Ink advertisements in his professional 
portfolio when he was seeking additional work in this field.64 Lissitzky’s cameralessly produced 
Pelikan advertisements appeared repeatedly in the years after their production, particularly in 
                                                 
63 Traugott Schalcher, “El Lissitzky: Moskau,” Gebrauchsgraphik vol. 5, no. 12 (December 1928): 49-50. 
64 Maria Gough, “El Lissitzky: Architectures of Everyday Life,” in Avant-Garde Art in Everyday Life, 80-81. 
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Central Europe, as examples of photography’s successful integration with typography. Based on 
this success, Lissitzky hoped to continue experimental work with photography and advertising 
when he returned to Moscow in 1925.    
In the Soviet Union, where propaganda posters, brochures, magazines, advertisements, 
and other printed matter made ample use of photography, the concern for meeting the demands 
of the modern age through the proper utilization of photography and printing techniques was 
widely felt.65 As early as 1922, Alexander Rodchenko proclaimed that advertising was a form of 
industrial, commercial agitation.66 Although the use of cameraless photography was rare, the use 
of photography was not. According to Lef (Levyi front iskusstv [Left front of the arts]), “[a]n 
advertisement with a photograph of the object being advertised is more effective than a drawing 
on the same theme.”67 Early forays in advertising in magazine and book design were dominated 
by photomontage, such as Rodchenko’s designs for Vladimir Mayakovsky’s Pro Eto or LEF 
magazine, and not cameraless photography (figs. 3-10, 3-11, and 3-12). 68  
Despite its limited use in Soviet Russia, Lissitzky continued to advocate for experimental 
cameraless processes after his return to Moscow. He articulated his dual interests in typography 
and photography, and their potential merging, in two important writings from 1926 and 1927. 
The first, entitled “Our Book” (1926), discussed the new material forms of book design made 
                                                 
65 For more on the use of photography in advertisements and other propaganda materials, see: Margolin, The 
Struggle for Utopia; Christina Kiaer, Imagine No Possessions: The Socialist Objects of Russian Constructivism 
(Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 2008); and Marjorie L. Hilton, “The Invention of Soviet Advertising,” in Material 
Culture in Russia and the USSR: Things, Values, Identities, ed., Graham H. Roberts (New York: Bloomsbury 
Academic, 2017), 119-134; and Ellen Lupton, “Design and Production in the Mechanical Age,” in Graphic Design 
in the Mechanical Age: Selections from the Merrill C. Berman Collection, by Deborah Menaker Rothschild, Ellen 
Lupton, and Darra Goldstein (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 50-81. 
66 See: Lodder, Russian Constructivism, 199. 
67 [Gustav Klucis?], “Photomontage,” reprinted in Phillips, Photography in the Modern Era, 212. Original 
publication: Anonymous, “Foto-Montazh,” Lef (Moscow), no. 4 (1924): 43-44.  
68 Their shared interest in designing for the masses led Rodchenko and Mayakovsky to start an advertising agency 
for the design of posters, billboards, and packaging after the introduction of Lenin’s New Economic Policy (NEP) in 
1922; a policy that allowed for limited free enterprise in which state-owned businesses were forced to compete with 
private industry. For discussions on Soviet advertising, see: Lupton; and Hilton.  
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possible by technological advancements and the invention of photography.69 The new form of 
visual poetry created by combining photographs and text on a single page and reproduced for 
print, “gave new effectiveness to the book as a work of art.”70  
In 1927, he wrote “The Artist in Production,” where he discussed the new social and 
political requirements of the artist in the post-Revolution period. These requirements were first 
alluded to in his earlier essay “Our Book,” of 1926, where he claimed that photography and 
typography comingling on the printed page also allowed for greater access among the proletariat. 
“The Artist in Production” was written in conjunction with the large-scale 1927 All-Union 
Printing Trades Exhibition (Vsesoiuznaia poligraficheskaia vystavka) in Moscow, which 
Lissitzky was tasked with designing. The exhibition was intended to highlight the 
accomplishments of the Soviet printing industry, showcasing the latest triumphs in printing and, 
where relevant, examples of applied photography used in the design of printed matter. Despite 
the stated intent of the exhibition, Lissitzky included several experimental photographs in the 
exhibition’s catalogue along with more traditional work. The Constructor and other experimental 
photographic works appeared in a section of the catalogue entitled “Fotopis’,” which Lissitzky 
                                                 
69 Lissitzky argued that in the years after 1920, artists worked with “primitive mechanical means” to produce new 
forms, but after 1922 there was a dramatic increase in book production, particularly among the Constructivists 
Alexander Rodchenko, Varvara Stepanova, Aleksei Gan, Gustav Klutsis, and Lyubov Popova. These new books 
took new forms:  
Most artists make montages, that is to say, with photographs and the inscriptions belonging to them they 
piece together whole pages, which are then photographically reproduced for printing. In this way there 
develops a technique of simple effectiveness, which appears to be very easy to operate and for that reason 
can easily develop into dull routine, but which in powerful hands turns out to be the most successful 
method of achieving visual poetry.  
El Lissitzky, “Unser Buch (U.d.S.S.R),” in Gutenberg Jahrbuch, ed. Alois Ruppel (Mainz: Gutenberg-Geselschaft, 
1927), 173-176; translated as “Our Book” (1926), in Graphic Design Theory: Readings from the Field, ed., Helen 
Armstrong (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2009), 25-31, 29. The essay was also reprinted in El Lissitzky: 
Life, Letters, Texts, 362-363.  
70 Lissitzky went on to note that this new book form was not intended solely for the “delicate hands of a few 
bibliophiles; on the contrary, it is already being grasped by hundreds of thousands of poor people. This also explains 
the dominance . . . of the illustrated weekly magazine.” Lissitzky, “Our Book” (1926), 30.  
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later defined as a hybrid form that brought together various photographic techniques, including 
multiple exposures, photomontage, and cameraless photography.71  
Lissitzky’s essay for the catalogue, “Khudozhnik v proizvodstve” (The Artist in 
Production), spoke of the “present-day artist’s concern with production,” in contrast to earlier 
periods when art separated itself from the masses by orienting itself to the upper classes.72 He 
argued that art must not be stifled by tradition, instead it should respond to the conditions of the 
present moment:  
Given the social requirements of our age and the fact that artists have adapted to new 
techniques, in the post-revolutionary years photomontage has been developed and 
attained a great sophistication. . . In its present stage, photomontage makes use of existing 
photos as elements with which to create a whole. . . The next developmental stage will be 
the photogram, which, in contrast to painting, is painted with light on a light-sensitive 
paper. In it one might employ, depending on the assignment, either photo negatives or 
direct light that encounters various translucent objects on its way to the paper and thereby 
produces a direct reflection of them.73 
 
His advertisements for Pelikan Ink were an excellent example of the possibilities he proposed. 
The use of photomontage and cameraless photography were consistent with modern 
“polygraphic” (printing) techniques that more accurately reproduced photographs on the printed 
page. These new possibilities in printing allowed the artist to design more efficiently and 
effectively, which better served the needs of the masses. With a largely illiterate population, 
visual communication through the effective use of photography and design took on a particular 
urgency for Soviet artists. Despite the concern for “production,” Lissitzky maintained his 
                                                 
71 See: Margarita Tupitsyn, “After Vitebsk: El Lissitzky and Kazimir Malevich, 1924-1929,” in Situating El 
Lissitzky, 186. 
72 El Lissitzky, “The Artist in Production” (1927) in Photomontage Between the Wars: 1918-1939 (Palma de 
Mallorca, Spain: Fundación Juan March, 2012), 109. Original publication: El Lissitzky, “Khudozhnik v 
proizvodstve” [The Artist in Production], introductory essay to “Otdelenie proizvodstvennoi grafi ki” [Production 
Graphics Section], in Vsesoiuznaia poligrafi cheskaia vystavka: putevoditel’ [All-Union Polygraphic Exhibition: 
Guidebook], exhibition catalogue, Moscow, August–October 1927 (Moscow, 1927). 
73 Lissitzky, “The Artist in Production” (1927), 109. 
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experimental approach to the medium of photography, unlike Rodchenko, who by this time had 
turned to camera photography as a better way of reaching the masses.74 
 In 1929, Lissitzky further detailed his experimental approach to photography in 
“Fotopis’” (Photography), for Sovetskoe foto.75 Since the early 1920s, Lissitizky had been 
creating experimental work that combined multiple negatives into a single seamless image, as in 
The Constructor (fig. 3-13). 76 An early convert to the possibilities of cameraless photography, he 
had yet to synthesize his ideas about the medium into a definitive text on photography.  
In “Fotopis’,” Lissitzky set out to define “the basis” or “language” of photography and 
what separated it from other forms of visual expression. Like Moholy-Nagy, Lissitizky believed 
that “[t]he basis of photography is the activity of light on a surface sensitive to light.”77 From 
there he described the possibility of achieving an image directly on the light-sensitive layer 
without the use of a camera. He differentiated this type of work from photography produced with 
a camera:  
When we work with a camera, we construct our shot on the varying illumination of the 
object – from light to full shadow. Without a camera, we use the varying degrees of 
translucency of the object, and, most importantly, through the conscious organisation of 
the light sources and the direction of their rays, we seek the construction of shadows 
which would render the object most characteristically.78 
 
                                                 
74 On Alexander Rodchenko’s photography, see: Magdalena Dabrowski et al., Aleksandr Rodchenko (New York: 
Museum of Modern Art, 1998); Aleksandr Lavrent’ev, Alexander Rodchenko: Photography 1924-1954 (Edison, 
N.J.: Knickerbocker Press, 1996); Margolin, The Struggle for Utopia; and Tupitsyn, The Soviet Photograph: 1924-
1937.  
75 El Lissitzky, “Fotopis’,” Sovetskoe Foto (May 1929): 311. Reprinted as “El Lissitzky Photography (Fotopis’)” in 
El Lissitzky, 1890-1941: Architect, Painter, Photographer, Typographer, 70. 
76 As conservator Klaus Pollmeier has recently noted, Lissitzky’s technique for The Constructor, and other 
experimental photographs, involved a rather primitive montage technique that included contact printing negatives 
and combining them in a printing frame. Pollmeier’s essay includes illustrations that show the various stages of 
montage—the layering of one negative with another until the desired result was achieved—that Lissitizky utilized in 
his experimental photographs. Produced without an enlarger (at least until 1926) or expensive equipment, his 
method was primitive but effective. See: Klaus Pollmeier, “El Lissitzky’s Multilayer Photographs: A Technical 
Analysis” in Object: Photo, 340-346.  




Lissitzky was concerned with using the process as a means of rendering the object in its most 
characteristic form (fig. 3-14). The two cameraless photographs reproduced with his essay 
illustrated his arguments, demonstrating that the medium need not be tied to abstraction. He 
further suggested that while the technique was quite simple, “it demands profound skill, clarity 
of the task set, and an accurate planned approach to execution.”79 After all, photography 
possessed its own language, specific to itself (and separate from painting), the properties of 
which can be found in the “photographic material itself and it is essential for us to develop them 
in order to make photography truly into an art, into fotopis’.”80  
After Lissitzky’s return to Moscow in 1925, he seemed to understand that the sort of 
experimental projects he hoped to undertake with photography would be impossible in the 
current political climate in Soviet Russia. Working in this highly politicized environment, 
Lissitzky’s essay “Fotopis’” may have been a response to his changed circumstances and the 
realization that experimental processes, like cameraless photography, needed to be put into the 
service of revolution if they were to be continued. By suggesting that cameraless photography 
would allow the object to be represented in the most characteristic way, Lissitizky was making 
the case that the medium, like documentary photography, could serve a didactic function in 
educating the masses.  
In Germany, cameraless photography was appearing in popular and photography 
magazines as a means of bringing the “new photography” to the masses. Moholy-Nagy began 
publishing essays, bringing his didactic approach to photography directly to amateurs, 
professionals, and the general public. These essays were intended to teach people how to see 
(and read) the “new photography” and, more importantly, to reorient amateur and professional 





photographers to a “productive” approach to photography; an approach that positioned 
cameraless photography as the first critical step in mastering the medium of photography.  
In his 1928 essay, “Neue Wege in der Photographie” (New Paths in Photography) in the 
German photography magazine Photographische Rundschau und Mitteilungen (Photographic 
News Magazine and Releases), Moholy-Nagy took his case for experimental photography 
directly to photographers. The title of the article asked the reader to consider “new paths in 
photography,” which in the context of an amateur photography magazine required the reader to 
look beyond photography’s obsession with the painterly or with photography solely as a 
reproductive medium, to consider the productive use of photography. In making his case for 
productive photography, Moholy-Nagy suggested that the photographs in illustrated magazines 
and newspapers were more “photographic” than those included in amateur and professional 
photography exhibitions. With this in mind, he sought to redefine and reorient photography by 
emphasizing its essential focus. “Photography is: writing with light,” he wrote in 
Photographische Rundschau und Mitteilungen. Moholy-Nagy reiterated the opinion that 
everyone could make creative use of photography, but he was all too aware of photographers’ 
skepticism about cameraless photography as a creative process: thus he asked, rather mockingly: 
“Cameraless photography? Is that not a contradiction? An impossibility? Is not photography the 
process of reproducing nature by means of a camera?”81 
“The essential tool of the photographic process is not the camera, but the photosensitive 
layer,” by which he meant, the action of light on the sensitive plate.82 To take full advantage of 
                                                 
81 “Photographie heißt: mit Licht schreiben”; “Kameralose Photography? ist das nicht ein Widerspruch? Eine 
unmöglichkeit? Ist Photographie nicht eben das Verfahren, das die Wiedergabe der Natur mittels Kamera 
durchführt?”  László Moholy-Nagy, “Neue Wege in der Photographie,” Photographische Rundschau und 
Mitteilungen 65 (1929): 34. 
82 “das wesentliche Werkzeug des photographichen Verfahrens ist nicht die Kamera, sondern die lichtempfindliche 
Schicht.”  Moholy-Nagy, “Neue Wege in der Photographie,” 34. 
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these laws, Moholy-Nagy advised experimentation in three areas: cameraless photography, 
camera photographs (making use of novel lenses, unusual perspectives and distortions, and 
reflective elements, etc.), and the use of photomontages and photoplastics. As in other essays 
from this period, Moholy-Nagy asked photographers to rethink their approach to photography by 
making use of those laws that belong only to photography. Importantly, Moholy-Nagy believed 
that mastery of cameraless photography would allow anyone to work effectively and creatively 
with a camera as well.  
The photogram tests are of fundamental importance for every photographer. They give 
richer and more important teachings on the meaning of the photographic process than the 
camera images, which are mostly unconsciously, often randomly produced.83  
 
In other words, because the process required conscious use of photography’s materials, 
illustrating how light and the sensitive plate operate both independently and in concert, 
cameraless photography was the first step in mastering photography. It was therefore central to 
Moholy-Nagy’s programmatic approach to teaching photography and reorienting photographers 
to the medium’s productive possibilities. The publication of his essays in popular photography 
magazines brought with it increased visibility and discussion of his ideas among photographers 
and photography enthusiasts. While Moholy-Nagy was wholly convinced that cameraless 
photography was a necessary step in mastering photography, others were reluctant to see its 
value. 
After the release of the second (1927) edition of Moholy-Nagy’s book Malerei 
Fotografie Film, the artist and critic Dr. Willi Warstat wrote in 1929 that its provocative ideas 
                                                 
83 “Die Photogrammversuche sind für jeden Photographen von grundlegender Bedeutung. Sie geben reichere und 
wichtigere Lehren über den Sinn des photographischen Verfahrens als die meist wenig bewußt, oft zufällig 
hergestellten Kamera-Aufnahmen.” Ibid., 35.   
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should not be accepted without criticism.84 He presented a thorough summary of Moholy-Nagy’s 
arguments, especially the unusual perspectives and productive photography created on the basis 
of the optical, chemical, and physical properties of photography. Warstat noted that the 
referenced cameraless photographs were nothing but “a play with light and shadow, line and 
surface, form and space, pure ‘facture’, pure surface.”85  
Although he acknowledged the influence of Moholy-Nagy’s ideas on such photographers 
as Hugo Erfurth, who was also experimenting with cameraless photography, he asked, as if in 
response to Moholy-Nagy’s questions: “What is the value of all this? . . . Shall we really exclude 
all that is objective and all its content, and all the feelings connected with it?”86 To further his 
point, Warstat illustrated the first page of his article with a cameraless photograph that hovers on 
the edge of complete abstraction (fig. 3-15). He asked his readers: “can we, in the long run, be 
satisfied with photographing only the ‘facture’, only the surface, without objective, that is, 
intellectual and emotional feeling?”87  
Interestingly, he countered Moholy-Nagy’s arguments with those of Erwin Quedenfeldt, 
whose essay “Unprecedented Photography and the Art of Light” was published around the same 
time. Warstat argued that the sort of “abstract formalism” (abstrakten Formalismus) advocated 
by Moholy-Nagy put too much emphasis on materiality and form and not enough on emotion 
and spiritual feeling. Thus, he echoed Quedenfeldt’s view of cameraless photography as a form 
of photographic abstraction infused with spiritual feeling and the spiritual power of the artist. 
                                                 
84 Dr. W. Warstat (G. D. L.), “Die ‘entfesselte Kamera’ und die ‘produktive Photographie’: zu den Ideen Professor 
Moholy-Nagys,” Deutscher Kamera Almanach 19 (1929): 43-62. 
85 “ein Spiel mit Licht und Schatten, Linie und Fläche, Form und Raum, um reine “Faktur”, reine Oberfläche.” Ibid., 
52. 
86 “Welchen Wert hat das alles? . . . Sollen wir wirklich alles Gegenständliche und allen gegenständlichen Gehalt 
und alle damit verbundenen Gefühlswerte ausschalten?” Ibid., 58.   
87 “Können und werden wir aber auf die Dauer Befriedigung dabei finden, nur “faktur”, nur Oberfläche, ohne 
gegenständlichen, d. h. gedanklichen und gefühlsmäßigen Inhalt zu photographieren?” Ibid. 
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Like Quedenfeldt, Warstat felt that Moholy-Nagy and the “new photographer’s” emphasis on 
elements that were purely photographic—surface and material—as in cameraless photography, 
isolated artistic work and spiritual feeling, and became “artistically sterile.”88 Only when the 
photograph was imbued with personal sentiment could one approach “artistic productivity in the 
highest sense of the word.”89 
Published in 1929, in a German photography almanac, Warstat’s essay reflected the 
growing interest in Moholy-Nagy’s New Vision among amateur photographers and the 
publications that supported them. However, it also seemed to lament the passing of Pictorialism 
and “art photography,” with their emphasis on painterly effects. Fearing the loss of 
photography’s emphasis on emotion and feeling in favor of the cold, seemingly objective 
photographs of the “new photography,” Warstat’s essay was a stark reminder that amateur 
photographers and their publications were, even as late as 1929, reluctant to see this new form of 
photography as “art.” 
Warstat’s skepticism of the “new photography” was shared by some, but certainly not all. 
Some critics took a more light-hearted approach to the perceived novelty of aspects of the “new 
photography.” Due to its ease of use, cameraless photography was encouraged as an accessible 
medium for experimentation. Geared toward the general public, rather than the rarified amateur, 
the popular Berlin culture magazine, Das Magazin (1924-41), published articles on a range of 
topics, from art and film to literature, dance, and fashion. E. u. T. Haken-Schrammen’s essay, 
“Neue Wege in der Photographie: Ein malerischer Versuch” (New Paths in Photography, A 
Pictorial Experiment), exemplified this light-hearted approach.90 The essay provided a new 
                                                 
88 “künstlerisch unfruchtbar.” Ibid., 59. 
89  “ künstlerischer Produktivität im höchsten Sinne des Wortes.” Ibid. 




reading of cameraless photography that emphasized the medium’s representational capacity by 
including a series of cameraless photographs based on existing camera photographs. Couched as 
new experiments for the photographic hobbyist, the “cameraless” or “silhouette” photographs 
reproduced with the article look nothing like the cameraless photographs we have seen thus far. 
Interestingly, the article’s cameraless images more closely resemble paintings than photographs 
(fig. 3-16). The captions asked the viewer to consider the images and answer the following 
question: “Painting?” or “Photography?”; the answer: “Neither of these - the novel cameraless 
photograph.”91  
According to Haken-Schrammen, the process for creating these images involved the use 
of paper stencils, which were placed on a sheet of light-sensitive paper, and exposed to light, to 
create cameraless “silhouette” photographs. By using stencils, the amateur photographer could 
bring narrative and external references back to the cameraless photograph—a medium that often 
eschewed representational images in favor of abstraction. Not only could the creator produce 
images that alluded to other pictures or objects, they could do so without the necessary technical 
knowledge that accompanied traditional photographic work. The process initiated the public into 
the realm of the “new photography,” making them active readers and producers of modern 
photography. As a novel, more representational, approach to cameraless photography, it was 
suggested that this new art might be suitable in the future for illustrative purposes, either for 
depicting other images, or for constructing photographic narratives. This sort of engagement with 
cameraless work, which actively removed the process from avant-garde production and put it 
back into the hands of amateurs, was a far cry from the cameraless images produced by Moholy-
Nagy, Man Ray, and others. Despite this shift, the essay reflected a growing trend in the 
                                                 
91 “Gemälde?  Photographie?” . . . “Keins von beiden – das neuartige kamerlose Lichtbild,” Ibid., 5057. 
199 
 
literature at the end of the decade that positioned cameraless photography as an accessible means 
of participating in the “new photography” and returning it once again to the realm of amateur 
photographic pastimes. 
A 1928 article in the popular German monthly magazine UHU further reflects this trend. 
Couched as a new game with photography, it illustrated the extent to which cameraless 
photography had come full circle in the few years following its “reinvention.” The article, which 
featured cameraless photographs by Moholy-Nagy, along with a demonstration of the process 
used to create them, provided a modern take on amateur photographic games that were in 
keeping with the aesthetics of the “new photography.” In so doing, UHU successfully brought 
together the narratives around the “new photography” and amateur photographic pastimes. The 
two-page spread featured three cameraless photographs by Moholy-Nagy and a fourth 
photograph of a young woman making a cameraless photograph with a series of objects similar 
to those used in the examples by Moholy-Nagy (fig. 3-17). The images appeared under the title: 
“Photogramme: Eine neue Spielerei mit lichtempfindlichem Papier” (Photogram: a new game 
with light-sensitive paper). Moholy-Nagy’s cameraless self-portrait was included with a caption 
that referred to Prof. Moholy-Nagy as the inventor of the photogram. In keeping with Moholy-
Nagy’s belief that anyone could be an artist with the proper tools and training, the images and 
texts set out to teach the reader how to produce a cameraless photograph. As the title suggested, 
readers were encouraged to try their hand at this new way of “playing” with light-sensitive paper. 
One caption instructed: “[w]hat is crucial in photograms is the careful choice of objects; objects 
that are simple but unusual in shape produce surprising effects on paper.”92 There was no 
                                                 
92 “Die Hauptsache bei Photogrammen ist die geschickte Auswahl von Gegenständen, die einfache und zugleich 
eigenartige Formen besitzen und auf dem Papier überraschende Wirkungen ergeben.” See: “Photogramme: Eine 
neue Spielerei mit lichtempfindlichem Papier,” UHU, no. 4 (February 1928): 36-37. For a reproduction of the two-
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discussion here of light or the attention to materials that characterized much of Moholy-Nagy’s 
writings on cameraless photography. Instead, the chosen images contained immediately 
recognizable objects that demonstrated the ease of the process, but more importantly, they 
illustrated Moholy-Nagy’s dictum that anyone could make interesting photographs with a basic 
understanding of medium’s principles.  
A cameraless photograph of razor blades on a string, with a small piece of netting was 
captioned “[a]t last we have a use for old razor blades!”93 Positioned directly above was a 
photograph of a young woman sitting at a table with a lamp illuminating a single piece of light-
sensitive paper on which the woman is placing razor blades, bits of string, and other objects, as if 
to emulate the example by Moholy-Nagy. The captions and photographs further suggested the 
ease with which cameraless photographs could be produced by the amateur or hobbyist with just 
a few simple objects and a readily available sheet of light-sensitive paper. The captions were 
remarkably similar to descriptions of cameraless processes in nineteenth-century guides to 
photographic amusement. Updated for the modern age with examples by an artist and former 
Bauhaus instructor, the reproduced images were not of flowers or other botanical specimens—
the stuff of nineteenth-century amateur photography manuals—but modern tools and materials 
including razor blades, a grater, and even the face of the artist. With all of this in mind, the UHU 
article served several purposes. It reproduced and demonstrated the “new photography” for the 
reader, providing an easy and approachable way for people to participate in the visual revolution 
wrought by Moholy-Nagy’s New Vision, and it furthered Moholy-Nagy’s goal of educating the 
public in new ways of seeing. He effectively leveled the field by demonstrating that everyone 
                                                 
page article, with English translations and a short discussion of the included cameraless photographs, see: Heyne, 
Moholy-Nagy: The Photograms, 148-149. 
93 “Endlich eine Verwendung für alte Rasierklingen.”  “Photogramme: Eine neue Spielerei mit lichtempfindlichem 
Papier,” 36-37.   
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could be an artist. The article also updated content typically found in photography manuals and 
guides to photographic amusement by making cameraless photography accessible to the general 
public in a popular lifestyle magazine with a large readership. 
Although Moholy-Nagy advocated for the use of cameraless photography in a variety of 
contexts and was happy to have his work reproduced in range of a publications, he was less than 
thrilled that the editors of UHU had turned his work into a joke. Moholy-Nagy later referred to 
UHU’s framing of his cameraless photographs in a letter to Erich Buchholz (1928).  
in its february issue, uhu published a number of photographs and photograms of mine, 
and for these, without my knowledge or participation in any way, the editors—again 
without my knowledge—even had a photograph taken to show how photograms are 
made. the whole thing is presented in the manner of an april fool’s joke, and i would have 
been entitled to protest the texts, since the whole thing made fun of a seriously intended 
piece of work. I did not do this, however, because i realized that, when a magazine pays 
good fees and consequently acquires the habit of autocratic behavior, it is no use 
expecting ideal conditions of publication.94 
 
This text makes clear the tension between the popular and the avant-garde, and the seriousness 
with which artists like Moholy-Nagy approached their work; however, it is also an indication of 
the financial considerations at issue for artists like himself. Although cameraless photography 
had its origins in amateur photography and photographic pastimes, a lineage Moholy-Nagy 
would himself point out in his later texts, he believed that his work updated (and improved on) 
cameraless photography’s amateur iterations by providing a theoretical justification for its use. 
As his writings demonstrated, Moholy-Nagy viewed cameraless photography as a significant 
first step in the development of a modern photographic language and it should be approached 
with the deference it deserved.   
                                                 
94 The lack of capitalization is reflected in the original letter and has been maintained. See: László Moholy-Nagy, 
“Letter to Erich Buchholz” (April 3, 1928), in Between Worlds, 623-624. 
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 The popularizing trend seen in UHU was continued in the newly established German 
fashion magazine die neue linie, which brought together avant-garde photographic 
experimentation with entertaining human-interest stories. An article by Oskar Nerlinger in the 
December 1929 issue featured a series of Christmas-themed cameraless photographs by the 
German painter under the title “Was ist ein Fotogramm?” (What is a photogram?).95 With covers 
designed by Moholy-Nagy and Herbert Bayer, die neue linie was an important venue for the 
“new photography.”96 Like the article in UHU, the text and images were didactic in nature, 
explaining the basic process for producing cameraless photographs on light-sensitive paper. 
Markedly different from other cameraless works, Nerlinger used stencils and tissue paper cutouts 
to produce a series of representational images that were playful and yet fully in keeping with the 
demands of the “new photographer” (fig. 3-18).  
Unlike Man Ray and Moholy-Nagy, who shied away from narrative associations, 
Nerlinger often used his cameraless photographs as a form of storytelling. Nerlinger had shown 
his cameraless work at FiFo, and one of his more abstract examples was reproduced in Gräff’s 
book, Es kommt der neue Fotograf! At around this time, Nerlinger and his wife Alice Lex-
Nerlinger, both of whom were members of the Communist Party of Germany (KPD), were 
actively experimenting with cameraless photography as a form of political expression.97 As a 
Communist artist, Nerlinger’s tendency toward representational imagery in his cameraless 
                                                 
95 Oskar Nerlinger, “Was ist ein Fotogramm,” die neue linie, Nr.4 (December 1929): 24-25.  
96 On die neue linie, see: Patrick Rössler and Museum Bauhaus, The Bauhaus at the Newsstand = Das Bauhaus Am 
Kiosk: Die Neue Linie 1929-1943 (Bielefeld; New York, N.Y.: Kerber Art; US Distribution, D.A.P., Distributed Art 
Publishers, 2009). 
97 On Oskar Nerlinger, see: Heidrun Schröder-Kehler, “Vom abstrakten zum politischen Konstruktivismus: Oskar 
Nerlinger und die Berliner Gruppe Die Abstrakten,” (PhD diss., Ruprecht-Karls-Universität, 1985). Marion Beckers, 
ed., Alice Lex-Nerlinger 1893-1975: Fotomonteurin und Malerin (Berlin: Lukas Verlag, 2016); Elizabeth Otto, 
“Montage and Message: The Photography-Based Works of Alice Lex-Nerlinger in Publications of the Weimar 
Republic” in Printed Matter: Fotografie in/und Buch, ed., Barbara Lange (Berlin: Leipziger Universitätsverlag 
GMBH, 2004), 57-77.  
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photographs was in keeping with the mandate of the Worker Photography movement to depict 
the daily reality of the worker. The use of stencils and paper cutouts allowed him to bring 
narrative and representational imagery back to cameraless photography, which in turn made 
cameraless photography a viable means of expression for the Communist artist. While 
Christmas-themed cameraless photographs seem to have little in common with photographs and 
photomontages created for political purposes, Nerlinger was nonetheless convinced of the 
medium’s revolutionary potential. Although their more obvious political cameraless works 
featuring stenciled factory workers and allusions to assembly lines were published after 1930, 
they were clearly thinking about the medium’s representational possibilities (fig. 3-19).  
As will be discussed in greater detail below, cameraless photography was largely 
shunned by the more politically-minded worker photographers, such as those involved with Der 
Arbeiter-Fotograf. Despite this fact, one of the KPD’s critics Durus (Alfréd Kemény) later 
praised Lex-Nerlinger’s politically charged cameraless photographs as “without precedent” and 
therefore “well suited to reinvigorate revolutionary agitation and propaganda.”98 Nerlinger’s 
desire to rethink politically engaged art led him to cameraless photography as he believed it was 
accessible to the untrained and uninitiated. He thus aligned the process with the worker who 
might not otherwise engage with the more complicated technical aspects of photography. Despite 
the decidedly apolitical tone of the Christmas-themed cameraless photographs, Nerlinger 
demonstrated that the process could move beyond abstraction. Like Moholy-Nagy, Nerlinger 
believed that cameraless photography was an accessible means of bringing untrained individuals 
into the sphere of photography. He encouraged narrative associations in his cameraless 
                                                 
98 Durus (Alfred Kemény), “Photomontage, Photogram,” in Phillips, Photography in the Modern Era, 184. Original 
publication: Durus, “Fotomontage, Fotogramm,” Der Arbeiter-Fotograf 5, no. 7 (1931): 166-168. 
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photographs by manipulating the medium and its capacity for depicting stories about modern life 
and the plight of the worker.  
 The popularization of cameraless photography at the end of the 1920s thus went hand in 
hand with the growing interest in the “new photography” in popular magazines like UHU and die 
neue linie. As a medium with practical and entertainment value, the cameraless photograph 
played an important role in bringing the “new photography” to the public. It also helped to 
reorient amateur and professional photographers toward a productive use of photography and 
Moholy-Nagy’s New Vision. Despite ongoing attempts to position cameraless photography as an 
art form, it never fully abandoned its ties to the popular, whether as an amateur pastime or as a 
means of bringing art to the untrained amateur. For Moholy-Nagy cameraless photography was 
part of a larger program for creating a language of photography, a language based on the 
medium’s essential components (light and the sensitive plate), whereas for Nerlinger it was a 
means of bringing the proletariat to photography by providing a template (stencils and paper 
cutouts) from which to work. Like the larger field of photography, cameraless photography has 
long been understood as both an amateur and an avant-garde medium. Its illustration in popular 
magazines reflected the overlap and the tension between the two.   
Moholy-Nagy, Lissitizky, and Tschichold made the case for cameraless photography’s 
possibilities in designing for the printed page, whether in advertising and posters, or for 
magazine and book covers. As a powerful form of visual communication, the cameraless 
photograph’s appearance in concert with innovative typography provided new visual experiences 
that aided in expanding visual literacy. A medium that required experimentation with 
photography’s materials and a thorough understanding of photography’s laws, cameraless 
photography encouraged active looking and active making. In popular and photography 
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magazines, it provided a new way of thinking about and producing photography, making clear 
that the “new photography” was about a new way of visualizing and interacting with the modern 
world.  
 
2. Debating (Cameraless) Photography: Reactions to the “New Photography”  
 By the late 1920s in Germany and Central Europe, debates about the “new photography” 
came to encompass both the experimental approach of Moholy-Nagy and the sharp-focus 
photographs of Albert Renger-Patzsch (New Objectivity). These debates played out in the pages 
of art, photography, and popular magazines that included Das Deutsche Lichtbild, i10, bauhaus, 
Das Kunstblatt, Photographische Rundschau, das neue frankfurt, and Der Kreis. Cameraless 
photography was caught up in these debates because it represented an experimental approach to 
the medium that many found untenable for the future of the photography. While cameraless 
photography was not the primary focus of these debates, its importance to Moholy-Nagy’s 
conception of photography ensured that it was nevertheless implicated in them.  
Programmatic essays by Moholy-Nagy and Renger-Patzsch published in the first volume 
of photographer and writer Hans Windisch’s photography anthology, Das Deutsche Lichtbild 
(The German Photography), were an early indication of the factions emerging in modern 
photography. Appearing for the first time in 1927, the yearbook was intended to feature the latest 
in German photography. The essays by Moholy-Nagy and Renger-Patzsch presented their 
respective views on modern photography, revealing two very different conceptions of 
photography and the growing divide between the New Vision and New Objectivity. Das 
Deutsche Lichtbild demonstrated an early deference to Moholy-Nagy’s experimental approach to 
modern photography in its first issue. Windisch highlighted Moholy-Nagy’s “Die beispiellose 
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Fotografie” (Unprecedented photography) as the first text in the newly established anthology and 
later recommended Moholy-Nagy’s book to his readers.99 The emphasis on Moholy-Nagy’s New 
Vision was not without criticism from the larger photography community. In response, Windisch 
later stated that Das Deutsche Lichtbild stood apart from any school or tendency.100 The 
publication of essays by Moholy-Nagy and Renger-Patzsch in the 1927 anthology was 
significant, not simply because the two essays presented two different programs for modern 
photography, but because they marked the beginning of a larger debate around the nature of 
photography and its role for the future.  
 “Unprecedented Photography” was an abbreviated, manifesto version of Malerei 
Photographie Film.101 At the heart of the 1927 essay was the contention that photography was 
“unprecedented” among earlier forms of visual media. It therefore ushered in an entirely new 
way of perceiving the world. He explained: 
And when photography relies on its own possibilities, its results, too, are without 
precedent. Just one of its features—the range of infinitely subtle gradations of light and 
dark that capture the phenomenon of light in what seems to be an almost immaterial 
radiance—would suffice to establish a new kind of seeing, a new kind of visual power. . . 
In today’s photographic work, the first and foremost issue is to develop an integrally 
photographic approach that is derived purely from the means of photography itself: only 
after a more or less exact photographic language has been developed will a truly gifted 
photographer be able to elevate it to an “artistic” level. The prerequisite for this is: no 
dependence on traditional forms of representation!102 
 
His belief that the language of photography should be derived from the “means of photography 
itself” led Moholy-Nagy to position cameraless photography at the center of his discussions 
about the medium. He emphasized that one must become proficient with its essential elements to 
                                                 
99 For more on Moholy-Nagy’s influence on the first issue of Das Deutsche Lichtbild, see: Botar, “László Moholy-
Nagy’s New Vision.”  
100 Das Deutsche Lichtbild (1928).  
101 Moholy-Nagy, “Unprecedented Photography,” in Phillips, Photography in the Modern Era, 83-85. Original 
publication: “Die beispiellos Fotografie,” Das Deutsche Lichtbild, no. 1 (Berlin 1927), p x-xi, and i10, no. 1 (1927), 
p 114-17. 
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become truly literate with photography. As in other texts, Moholy-Nagy suggested greater 
experimentation with the medium; experiments that would make conscious use of light and dark 
relationships, utilize greater contrast, and pay particular attention to facture and unknown forms 
of representation. These conditions were not specific to any one form of photography but were to 
be taken into account in all forms of photography. They should be developed alongside recent 
trends in photography, including cameraless photography and other experimental forms.103 
Moholy-Nagy argued that the only “true photography” would be achieved through a synthesis of 
these elements, and he reiterated: “This century belongs to light. Photography is the first means 
of giving tangible shape to light, though in a transposed and—perhaps just for that reason—
almost abstract form.”104 Convinced that photography and film would replace older forms of 
visual expression, especially painting, as the medium’s most in keeping with the modern age, his 
program dictated that a return to fundamentals was only possible with greater experimentation of 
new practices, like cameraless photography.  
Albert Renger-Patzsch’s brief essay, “Ziele” (Aims), also appeared in the first volume of 
Das Deutsche Lichtbild, though with a very different take on the “aims” of modern 
photography.105 While Renger-Patzsch agreed with Moholy-Nagy that “Photography has its own 
technique and its own means” and should therefore avoid painterly effects, he asserted that “[t]he 
secret to a good photograph, which can possess artistic qualities just as a work of visual art can, 
resides in its realism.”106 Although he believed that photographers should stress the medium’s 
“photographic” qualities, it was with the camera that “impressions of nature, of plants, animals, 
                                                 
103  These include the use of unfamiliar views, experiments with lens systems, encircling the object, new kinds of 
camera constructive, adapting X-ray-like images, and color sensitivity. See Ibid. 
104 Ibid., 85. 
105 Albert Renger-Patzsch, “Aims,” in Phillips, Photography in the Modern Era, 104-105. Original publication: 
Albert Renger-Patzsch, “Ziele,” Das Deutsche Lichtbild (1927): xviii. 
106 Original emphasis. Renger-Patzsch, “Aims,” 105. 
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the work of architects and sculptors, and the creations of engineers” could be reliably 
produced.107 For Renger-Patzsch, the cameraless photograph and other experimental techniques 
advocated by Moholy-Nagy were an affront to proper photographic technique. Despite the fact 
that Moholy-Nagy and Renger-Patzsch were promoting two divergent views of the medium, and 
their photographs were quite different from one another, by the end of the decade their 
photographs appeared together in exhibitions and publications as equally reflective of the “new 
photography.”  
Although Hungarian critic Ernő Kállai wrote positively about cameraless photography in 
his essay on Constructivism in 1924, by 1927 he was skeptical of the oft-repeated notion that 
photography would replace painting. In “Konstruktivismus” (1924, Jahrbuch der jungen Kunst), 
Kállai had suggested that art should be significant for society, and that significance was to be 
found in experimentation with new technological materials.108 Cameraless photography was 
cited as an example of the sort of experimentation Kállai was encouraging, as a synthesis of 
recent experiments in kinetic sculpture and abstract film. By 1927, regardless of his early interest 
in Constructivism, Kállai was increasingly pessimistic about the merging of art and 
technology. A socialist sympathizer who did not join the German Communist Party (KPD) after 
he arrived in Berlin, Kállai was nonetheless in favor of a socially productive art.109 His essay, 
“Painting and Photography,” which pitted the two mediums against each other, was written in 
response to Moholy-Nagy’s essay “Unprecedented Photography.”110 Kállai responded in the 
pages of the newly established magazine i10, where he took issue with Moholy-Nagy’s argument 
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108 Ernst [Ernő] Kállai, “Konstruktivismus,” Jahrbuch der jungen Kunst (1924), 374-386. 
109 Éva Forgács, “In the Vacuum of Exile: The Hungarian Activists in Vienna, 1919-1926,” 119. 
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that photography was superior to painting and would ultimately replace it. As editor of the film 
and photography section for i10, Moholy-Nagy included the essay in order to initiate a dialogue 
around the subject of painting and photography.111 In a subsequent issue, Moholy-Nagy 
published a series of responses to Kállai’s essay by established artists, architects, and 
photographers, which was followed in turn by a response from Kállai.112 While the debate 
centered on the differences between photography and painting, the key issue was the question of 
cameraless photography, which for Kállai existed in the space between painting and 
photography.  
In “Painting and Photography,” Kállai sought to differentiate between the two mediums 
by defining their expressive possibilities. To understand these differences, he turned to 
cameraless photography, which for Kállai, was an example of the difficulty in making 
distinctions between representation and abstraction, manual and mechanical.  
To our knowledge, some photographic representations—portraits, landscapes—owe their 
beauty to such subtle and delicate interventions in the mechanics and chemistry of their 
making that they demand to be assessed as works of formal design and craftsmanship on 
an elevated level of artistic culture. This applies, in particular, to the photograms made by 
such artists as Man Ray, Moholy-Nagy, and Spaemann-Straub, which make the move 
from submission to the motif to total objectlessness; they look like ghostly emanations of 
light. . . The difference between painting and photography thus has nothing to do with the 
spurious alternative between “imitation” and “formal design.”113 
 
Kállai believed that cameraless photography blurred the distinctions between painting and 
photography, as did the paintings of Lissitzky, Piet Mondrian, Kazimir Malevich, and Moholy-
Nagy, which he derided as mechanistic. More importantly for Kállai were the material 
                                                 
111 According to Moholy-Nagy: “I am glad to publish Kállai’s highly interesting article. I also find, however, that I 
do not agree with him in every respect. For this reason, and because the whole question of painting and photography 
is highly topical at the moment, I would like to open a debate in these pages.” Ibid., 684. 
112 Respondents included Willi Baumeister, Adolf Behne, Max Burchartz, Wassily Kandinsky, Lajos Kassák, Piet 
Mondrian, Georg Muche, and Moholy-Nagy. 
113 Kállai, “Painting and Photography,” 685. I am using the translation of Gegenstandlosigkeit as “objectlessness” 
following Rose-Carol Washton Long, in “Non-Objective,” 256.  
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distinctions between painting and photography: “the painter’s materials on the one hand, and the 
photographer’s light-sensitive plates, films, and papers on the other. In itself this difference of 
substance is enough to distinguish even a perfect painted representation from a photograph of the 
same motif.”114 Photography and painting could therefore be separated by these differences in 
material, and photography’s lack of facture. Kállai felt that because photography lacked 
“facture,” the Constructivist principle of the visual appearance of the material surface, it was 
incapable of reaching painting’s “degree of materiality and objecthood.”115 Photography’s lack 
of “facture” applied to photomontage as well. Despite the combination of multiple photographs 
to create a single image, photomontage was viewed as a hybrid that existed somewhere between 
photography and painting. Attempts by Lissitzky, Mondrian, Malevich, and Moholy-Nagy to 
overcome the material limitations of painting led, in Kállai’s mind, to photography, but more 
specifically to cameraless photography and its potential for capturing light effects. As he 
observed, 
[t]he attempt to eliminate material—and thus surface and structural—tensions from 
painting leads straight to the domain of photography. This kind of free-floating 
immateriality can be achieved only through light emanations, and specifically through 
objectless light-forms of photography. And those forms manifestly point toward the 
transition of movement. They divest the visual image of its materiality, and in return for 
this loss of creative vitality they achieve the miraculous, vital plus of motion: the moving 
image of light, the film. This is where photography presents the greatest potential threat 
to painting.116 
 
Interestingly, Kállai, like Moholy-Nagy, saw cameraless photography as the intermediate step in 
the march toward moving light images in film. He had, of course, already made similar 
arguments in his essay on Constructivism, where the cameraless photograph was discussed as the 
synthesis of kinetic sculpture and abstract film. The notion that photography lacked “facture,” 
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that specific surface materiality that Kállai privileged in painting, flew in the face of Moholy-
Nagy’s conception of photography and its attention to photography’s inherent elements—its 
materiality. Kállai and Moholy-Nagy agreed that cameraless photography’s ability to capture 
light effects and its dematerialization brought it ever closer to film, but the medium’s lack of 
“facture” made it innately inferior to painting. While Kállai seemed to privilege photography’s 
cameraless form in his reading of the medium, he would, by the end of the decade, shift his 
thinking in favor of New Objectivity and the work of Albert Renger-Patzsch.  
 The responses to Kállai’s essay were as varied as the respondents themselves.117 For 
Willi Baumeister, photography was more adept than painting in bringing together naturalism and 
abstraction; while Adolf Behne believed Kállai’s methodology was wrong and that photography 
did indeed have a technical facture; for Max Burchartz the comparison between painting and 
photography was a false one (a value judgement) because the two were so inherently different; 
Will Grohmann suggested that if only the outcome counted there would always be an area of 
overlap between art and photography. By way of example, Grohmann cited cameraless 
photography as one area of overlap, suggesting that photography replaced facture with other 
elements specific to itself:  
This does not mean, of course, that creative and reproductive art are identical, especially 
as the area of photography in question—the photogram—is ultimately no more than the 
end product of a prior process of creative formal design. Its artistic effect depends on 
composition, differential exposures, and an intuitive use of chance as a substitute for the 
values of facture.118  
 
Wassily Kandinsky suggested getting rid of the either/or dichotomy, while Lajos Kassák 
suggested that any comparison must attend to the “true essences” of both mediums. Kassák 
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argued that photography could never be an art in the true sense of the word, however, the two 
mediums did share one thing in common: they were both derived from sight. Finding in the end 
that a direct comparison between photography and painting was invalid, Kassák concluded:  
Painting as art is the expression of culture; photography is a representative of [industrial] 
civilization. And, by contrast with absolute painting, the light-and-shade compositions of 
productive photography show, raised to a higher power, the precise purity and aesthetic 
magnificence of productive creation.119 
 
We can assume that Kassák’s use of the term “productive photography” was a reference to 
Moholy-Nagy and his discussion of production (i.e. cameraless photography) versus 
reproduction. Photographer and former Bauhausler Georg Muche believed that photography 
moved beyond manual reproduction techniques like drawing and painting due to the 
[p]resence of a highly efficient reproductive medium—the camera—heightens the effect 
and mechanizes the method. The division of the photosensitive surface into areas of light 
and dark is extraordinarily rich in the subtlest of nuances. Either in a camera-less 
photogram or in a photograph, these wonderfully contrived transitions can give rise to 
effects that make the craft manipulations of painting and drawing appear clumsy.120 
 
While Muche referenced photography produced with and without a camera, he believed that the 
most important aspect of photography was its “capability of an objective apprehension of 
nature.”121 In other words, photography produced with a camera. Cameraless photography, for 
many, appeared to hover somewhere between subjectivity and objectivity.  
Moholy-Nagy’s response brought the conversation back to the issue at hand: 
photography’s lack of “facture.” Not surprisingly, he disagreed with Kállai’s argument that 
facture only applied to the outer surface. Rather, he argued:  
[t]he nature of the productive process shows itself in the finished object. Its way of 
showing itself is what we call facture. . . . It is precisely because for me facture is not the 
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same as tactile value that the problem as defined in Ernő Kállai’s article means nothing to 
me. I see it all as a disguised attempt to rescue manual, representational painting.122  
 
If photography was thought to lack facture, then working cameralessly might create it. “Through 
a chemical process, the subtlest gradation of tone appears within a homogeneous layer. The 
course-grained pigment vanishes, and the result is light facture.”123 Although the resulting “light 
facture” was most pronounced in cameraless photography, Moholy-Nagy suggested that the 
productive use of photography in general will result in “light facture.” In response to the varied 
criticisms noted above, Kállai walked back a few of his assertions suggesting that it was not his 
intention to “engage in a comparative evaluation of painting and photography.”124 His response 
acknowledged the existence of “light facture” but maintained that there was nonetheless a 
fundamental difference between facture in painting and “light facture” in photography. For 
painting, “the tangible, literal deposit of material represents the process of creative realization in 
the form that is basic to painting. The light facture of photography cannot contribute to formal 
design in this sense.”125 Moholy-Nagy was convinced that photography was the creative medium 
of the future, while Kállai remained reluctant about photography’s ability to compete with the 
expressive power of painting.  
Although Kallai’s “Painting and Photography” essay initiated a dialogue on the 
differences between photography and painting, it was by no means his last foray in debates about 
modern photography. Kállai’s presence and platform was expanded when he took over as editor 
of bauhaus (the school’s magazine) in 1928, after the departure of Gropius, Moholy-Nagy, and 
Bayer earlier that year. It was not long before Kállai began to question the legacy of Gropius and 
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Moholy-Nagy at the Bauhaus. With battle lines drawn, the two Hungarians continued to be at 
odds about the future of photography and the form, or forms, it should take.  
As noted above, Kállai was increasingly skeptical about the merging of art and 
technology and felt that the results were inconsistent. His 1928 essay in das neue frankfurt, 
“Bildhafte Fotografie” (Pictorial Photography), continued a line of thinking from “Painting and 
Photography.”126 Here, again, he restated his assertion that photography’s possibilities would 
never surpass those of painting. He noted that although painting was typically aligned with the 
subjective and photography with the objective, photography (in 1928) had a New Objectivity that 
was characterized by a break from the atmospheric and painterly effects of “Impressionist 
photographs.” Kállai noted that artists, like Man Ray, Moholy-Nagy, and Spaemann-Straub, 
were critics of “Impressionist photography,” however, they produced cameraless photographs 
and photomontages, which he believed went too far into the realm of the personal and 
subjective.127  
The cameraless photograph could not suggest overlapping forms and “tectonic” 
conditions because of the “immateriality of its light facture,” it was thus an inadequate means of 
artistic expression (figs. 3-20 and 3-21).128  
The light-facture reflects like a mirror, it can produce illusions of flatness as well as 
depth, but the lack of tangible surface application offers the eye no point of reference to 
integrate this illusion into a stable picture plane. . . This limit to the pictorial effects 
available to photography is especially evident in the cameraless photograph. Since the 
exposure of a sensitive surface can be modulated at will, an artist may consciously 
compose a photogram with a view toward producing planar effect. Spaemann-Straub in 
particular have made some very interesting experiments in this connection. However, in a 
photogram even the best composition cannot effectively establish signs indicating 
overlapping planes and static interlocking; the forms remain decorative.129 
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He contrasted these cameraless works with the photographs of Hugo Erfurth, Walter Peterhans, 
Otto Umbehr, Renger-Patzsch, and André Kertész, because they “convey[ed] the most subtle 
refinements of psychological and formal observation, of framing, lighting, and exposure, of 
artistic sensitivity and technical mastery” (figs. 3-22 and 3-23).130  
He found that photography could “attain its most enduring and profound effects only 
through the pursuit of reality, especially natural reality,”131 which he defined as “captur[ing] 
nature without problematic obscurity, without petit bourgeois sentimentality; simply with the 
clear and knowingly serene eyes of modern intelligence.”132 For Kállai, the master of 
photography was Renger Patzsch, and by 1928, he was fully in support of the form of modern 
photography put forward by him. He therefore came to view cameraless photography and other 
experimental forms favored by Moholy-Nagy as aesthetic speculations, reflecting petit bourgeois 
sentimentality.  
 Kállai’s perceived animosity toward Moholy-Nagy and his approach to photography 
spilled over into the pages of bauhaus in 1929. As the journal’s new editor, Kállai questioned the 
role of Gropius, and especially of Moholy-Nagy. It is worth remembering that the Bauhaus did 
not have a photography course until 1929, when the school hired Walter Peterhans, a 
professional photographer whose work was more in keeping with Renger-Patzsch than Moholy-
Nagy.133 Those familiar with the Bauhaus were well aware that even if the school did not have an 
officially sanctioned photography course, it was nevertheless of profound interest to Moholy-
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Nagy, Lucia Moholy, and the students who used photography for a variety of purposes inside 
and outside the school’s curriculum.134  
Kállai understood that discussion of photography was unavoidable in the context of the 
school’s magazine. That his editorial decisions favored the work of Renger-Patzsch and New 
Objectivity was perhaps not surprising, but the degree to which he singled out Moholy-Nagy as 
the subject of his scorn was. Kállai’s review of Renger-Patzsch’s book, Die Welt ist schön 
(1928), celebrated the photographer and used the opportunity to make several pointed jabs at 
Moholy-Nagy, who he referred to as one of those “black and white aesthetes, with and without 
camera, who employ photography as a comfortable vehicle for an intellectual agility that is 
unburdened by humanistic concerns” (fig. 3-24).135 Arguing that such work was “art for art’s 
sake,” he suggested that photographs that once took their cues from Impressionism, now looked 
to Expressionism, Cubism, Constructivism, and Surrealism.136 This was another attempt by 
Kállai to discount the cameraless work of Moholy-Nagy, and arguably Man Ray and others, 
because it borrowed ideas and techniques from existing art movements and schools, rather than 
making objective use of photography for “humanistic concerns.”   
Cameraless photography was precisely the sort of “intellectual” photography that took 
from contemporary trends in art, and it therefore represented everything that Renger-Patzsch’s 
photography was not. They were not only experimental, they also lacked “the solemn humanity 
and elevated professional sense of Renger’s photographs.”137 Kállai’s review was symptomatic 
of the shifts occurring at the Bauhaus in 1928. With a new director—Hannes Meyer—the 
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alignments and priorities of the school were markedly different from those of Gropius and 
Moholy-Nagy. The cameraless photograph, so important to Moholy-Nagy’s New Vision, was, by 
1929, the subject of mocking derision by a journal that he himself had edited. While Moholy-
Nagy continued to situate the cameraless photograph at the center of his writing about 
photography, many, like Kállai, felt that photography’s role in the modern world was to depict it 
with the clarity and precision made possible by the camera.  
With the appearance of several important photobooks, including Renger-Patzsch’s Die 
Welt ist schön and Karl Blossfeldt’s Urformen der Kunst, the cameraless photograph was 
increasingly viewed as an exercise in the sort of subjectivity that modern photography intended 
to overcome. Hugo Sieker’s 1928 essay for the German magazine Der Kreis, “Absolute Realism: 
On the Photographs of Albert Renger-Patzsch,” argued that New Objectivity “should be regarded 
not so much as a reaction against non-representational art as its synthetic revision.”138 Sieker 
called out cameraless photography and other forms that cultivated “[p]hotography’s propensities 
for illusion and irrealism,” as the products of artistic intentions.139  
The photogram developed out of opposition to the use of photography as a faithful 
recording instrument. In his “Apology for Photography” [Painting Photography Film], 
Moholy-Nagy demands that photographic techniques that are used exclusively for 
“reproductive purposes” be put to productive use, and he recommends the employment of 
mirrors, lenses, crystals, and liquids to fix consciously controlled light phenomena on the 
plate.140 
 
Not surprisingly, Sieker disagreed with Moholy-Nagy’s dismissal of representation as 
“reproduction.” Rather, he believed that objective use of the camera could transform the objects 
depicted by “the structure, the weight distribution, and the rhythmical tensions of the picture 
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plane.”141 For Sieker, such an approach found its ultimate realization in the work of Albert 
Renger-Patzsch, whose photographs provided “the most precise and objective record of 
thoroughly familiar things” (fig. 3-25).142 Renger-Patzsch’s photographs provided an immediacy 
that Sieker believed was absent from more artistically inclined cameraless photographs by 
Moholy-Nagy or Man Ray because they lacked the “miraculousness of physical reality.”143 Time 
and again cameraless photography was criticized as a form of subjective aestheticism that those 
like Sieker found to be discordant with the needs of the modern world. 
The debates surrounding modern photography at the end of the 1920s were varied and 
far-reaching, reflecting conflicting views about photography’s future. Cameraless photography 
came to signify an approach to photography that was derided as not “photographic” enough, as 
too subjective or not subjective enough, as formalist and apolitical, as all surface and yet without 
facture. The arguments for cameraless photography’s dismissal from the realm of modern 
photography were many. The question remains, though, why was cameraless photography 
viewed as such a threat to the larger field of photography? Interestingly, although Renger-
Patzsch earned favor with several prominent curators and critics and received more attention 
(positive and negative) from the photographic community at the end of the decade, it was 
Moholy-Nagy’s New Vision that came to dominate in exhibitions and publications by 1929. 
Importantly, since Moholy-Nagy was a prolific writer whose texts were concerned to an ever-
greater extent with the didactic role that photography could play in the modern world, his 
influence was far reaching. He made it his personal mission to educate viewers and future 
practitioners in the language of photography. The dominance of his ideas in a range of public 
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venues meant that they were also ripe for discussion and debate. Moholy-Nagy never shied away 
from a debate and he never stopped advocating for photography’s relevance to his contemporary 
moment.  
 
3. Visual Literacy: Cameraless Photography and Teaching the “New Photography” 
 By the late 1920s, the “new photography” was playing an increasingly dominant role in 
illustrated magazines, photography books, and large-scale photography exhibitions, which in 
turn made it necessary for editors, writers, critics, artists, and photographers to train their 
readers/viewers to look at and read photographs. Photographs were replacing text in illustrated 
magazines, which required a new form of visual literacy. It was therefore essential that people 
learn to read photographs in the way that they might read text. As a semi-abstract, experimental 
form, how did cameraless photography fit into this new didactic approach to photography? Was 
it viewed as merely a facet of the “new photography” or was it something altogether more 
important than that?  
Much of the writing about photography in the late 1920s took on a decidedly pedagogical 
slant. A teacher and an artist, Moholy-Nagy published essays in popular and photography 
magazines, as well as in art magazines and photography annuals that furthered the idea that the 
language of photography could be taught and learned. While Moholy-Nagy was at the forefront 
of such discussions, he was not alone in this didactic approach to photography. There was a 
commonly held belief that if people were to understand the modern world, they must first be able 
to understand this new photographic language. This tendency toward didacticism is evident in a 
range of publications from this period, but also in schools, lectures, and exhibitions like Film und 
Foto (FiFo). Intended to edify the public about the “new photography” and its origins, FiFo was 
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a large-scale traveling exhibition that was accompanied by a series of three books on 
photography and film by Franz Roh and Jan Tschichold, Werner Gräff, and Hans Richter.144 
Together, the exhibition and relevant texts used cameraless photography as a means of 
establishing a language for photography, a way of teaching the public to see and use photography 
to its full potential, but also, more importantly, to reorient amateur and professional photography 
toward the “new photography.”  
 Beginning in 1927, Moholy-Nagy published a series of essays that highlighted 
cameraless photography and positioned it as a key component of his didactic program for the 
New Vision. “Eine Programmandeutung für fotografische Arbeit” (A Suggested Program for 
Photographic Work) appeared in the catalogue for the German Amateur Photography Society in 
1927.145 Although it largely restated his essay from the same year, “Die Photographie in der 
Reklame” (Photography in Advertising) in Photographische Korrespondenz, its message was in 
keeping with Moholy-Nagy’s desire to establish a program based on a “productive” approach to 
photography for existing practitioners.146 In the essay, Moholy-Nagy spoke of photography as a 
new form of “optical design” with its own conditions, and ultimately, its own language. 
Cameraless photography, or “writing with light,” was critical to creating a language of light 
capable of triggering new visual experiences. From a programmatic standpoint, Moholy-Nagy 
suggested that the same characteristics necessary to make a good photograph were present in 
works made with and without a camera—relationships between light and dark, texture, unusual 
                                                 
144 These included: Werner Gräff’s Es kommt der neue Fotograf!, Franz Roh and Jan Tschichold’s Foto-Auge: 76 
Fotos der Zeit, and Hans Richter’s Filmgegner von heute—Filmfreunde von morgen (Film Haters Today, Film 
Lovers Tomorrow).  
145 Moholy-Nagy, “Eine Programmandeutung für fotografische Arbeit,” Der Führer: Ausstellung des Verbandes 
deutscher Amateur-photographen-Vereine, (Berlin: Kunstgewerbemuseum, 1927), 19-23. Reprinted in: Christine 
Kühn, ed. Neues Sehen in Berlin: Fotografie der Zwanziger Jahre (Berlin: Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, 
Kunstbibliothek, 2005), 145-147. 
146 Moholy-Nagy frequently restated and excerpted previously published texts for appearance in various venues 
based on the needs of the publications and its readers. 
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angles, and the use of mirrors and new lens systems. A cameraless photograph perfectly 
illustrated the relationships he was suggesting and the sort of program he was proposing (fig. 3-
26).  
The ability to excel at photography began, it seemed, with the cameraless photograph. He 
also suggested, as he had in Malerei Photographie Film, that amateur and scientific photographs 
could serve as models, as “optical surprises,” that could help the viewer make sense of 
photography’s specificities and its unique character. With a better understanding of 
photography’s optical possibilities, greater experimentation with different forms was possible. 
He would later put these ideas into action in FiFo’s introductory gallery (which he curated), 
where amateur and scientific photographs comingled with the latest examples of professional and 
avant-garde photography. As such, he presented amateur photographers with a “program” for 
their re-education in the tenets of the New Vision and the new visual language it engendered.  
 A similarly programmatic approach to photography was raised in Moholy-Nagy’s essay 
“Fotografie ist Lichtgestaltung” (Photography is Creation with Light), published in the Bauhaus 
magazine in 1928 (fig. 3-27).147 The essay provided an opportunity for him to outline his basic 
thesis regarding the “essence of photography”: “[t]he photographer makes pictures by means of 
light, so photography is creation with light.”148 But light was only one part of the equation; the 
other was the photosensitive layer. For Moholy-Nagy, the photosensitive layer was the primary 
instrument of photography. “[T]he specific rules and methods of photography accord with how 
this layer responds to lighting effects produced by different materials to their light or dark, 
smooth or rough characteristics.”149 And “only after the elucidation of this problem . . . will it be 
                                                 
147 László Moholy-Nagy, “Photography is Creation with Light,” in Passuth, Moholy-Nagy, 302-305. Original 
publication:  László Moholy-Nagy, “Fotografie ist Lichtgestaltung,” bauhaus II/I (1928): 2-9. 




possible to examine the characteristic feature of photography known so far, that is the coupling 
of the photosensitive layer with a camera obscura.”150 Moholy-Nagy illustrated that photography 
had its own laws, its own characteristics that should be developed and exploited.  
To put these ideas into practice, Moholy-Nagy identified three areas for further 
experimentation: cameraless photography; photographs made with a camera obscura; and 
photomontages, photoplastics, and the use of superimposition, cutting, and tricks. He went on to 
describe the process for producing cameraless photographs and their effects, but more 
importantly, he positioned cameraless photography as the first step in photographic proficiency.  
Photogram experiments are of basic importance for both the layman and the 
photographer. They furnish richer and more significant information concerning the nature 
of the photographic process than camera photographs for the most part made 
unconsciously or even mechanically. Here, the light effect is organized in a sovereign 
manner, so that the picture-maker accords it a proper independence from the restrictions 
and contingencies of objects. . . The photosensitive layer – plate or paper – is a tabula 
rasa where we can sketch with light in the same way that the painter works in a sovereign 
manner on the canvas with his own instruments of paint-brush and pigment. . . Whoever 
obtains a sense of writing with light by making photograms without a camera, will be 
able to work in the most subtle way with the camera as well.151  
 
Cameraless photography was essential to understanding photography’s inherent characteristics—
light and the sensitive surface—but it was also a means of understanding how light intensities, 
varying degrees of transparency, contrast, texture, and gradations of tone, could effect 
photography. He believed that cameraless photography’s ability to treat light in a sovereign 
manner produced “a direct optical experience without any objective meaning.”152 Therefore, 
experimentation with cameraless photography aided in developing and understanding the 
language of photography, a language exclusively its own, that could be taught and mastered with 
the appropriate tools.  
                                                 
150 Ibid. 
151 Ibid., 303. 
152 Ibid., 302. 
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His years of teaching at the Bauhaus, particularly his time teaching the preliminary 
course and its attention to materials and their specific qualities and effects, were important to his 
later approach to writing about photography. Moholy-Nagy’s essay refined and synthesized the 
ideas first discussed in Malerei Photographie Film into a programmatic text about the 
fundamentals of photography at a moment when the school had no official photography course 
or workshop. He understood all too well that if photography was to be the medium of the future, 
there must be a program to teach it. For Moholy-Nagy, cameraless photography was the key to 
unlocking the medium’s possibilities. Unfortunately, Walter Peterhans, a professional 
photographer and the first photography teacher at the Bauhaus, was less convinced of its 
importance. Moholy-Nagy felt that training photographers and artists in this new photographic 
language—based on light and the sensitive layer—was paramount to the future of photography, 
and practice with its cameraless form was a critical step in that training.  
 The centrality of cameraless photography to Moholy-Nagy’s approach to photography 
was restated in his essay “Fotogramm und Grenzgebiete” (Photogram and Frontier Zones) in the 
newly established Dutch avant-garde review i10 (fig. 3-28).153 With Moholy-Nagy as editor, i10 
was a site of significant debate about the nature and possibilities of photography as a modernist 
medium. The 1929 essay “Photogram and Frontier Zones” dealt specifically with light as an 
“innovation for visual expression,” which could in turn be used to create form in cameraless 
photographs.154 Moholy-Nagy believed the “frontier zones” made possible by creative use of 
direct light would effectively surpass anything then known in painting. Not surprisingly, he 
                                                 
153 László Moholy-Nagy, “Fotogramm und Grenzgebiete,” i10, no. 21/22 (1929): 190-192. Reprinted as “Photogram 
and Frontier Zones,“ in Passuth, Moholy-Nagy, 305-306. It was also published in the Deutscher Werkbund magazine 
Die Form in 1929. See: László Moholy-Nagy, “Fotogramm und Grenzgebiete,” Die Form, 4, Heft 10 (15 May, 
1929): 256-259. 
154 Moholy-Nagy, “Photogram and Frontier Zones,” 305. 
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challenged the notion that painting was the “apogee of visual creation,” arguing instead that 
painting, unlike the cameraless photograph, was unable to sufficiently absorb, reflect, or radiate 
light, effectively countering Kállai’s claims regarding photography’s lack of facture. While he 
did not call for the complete renunciation of painting, he suggested that painting must give up its 
status as the sole source of “art.” To fully explore cameraless photography’s “frontier zones,” 
further exploration of direct light with powerful new artificial light sources was essential.  
The photogram appears to be a bridge leading to a new visual creation for which canvas, 
paint-brush and pigment cannot serve, but only through reflecting play of light, with 
‘lighting frescoes’. In the case of the photogram, the course pigmented material forms are 
absent; the materialization of light, hitherto secondary, becomes more direct.155  
 
By making creative use of electric light sources and advancements in photography and imaging, 
the cameraless photograph reflected the experience of modernity. Greater experimentation with 
an ever-changing array of light sources posed practical problems and financial considerations 
that would need to be addressed if advancements were to be made: 
Experiments leading to new visual creation cannot be private in nature any more, since 
they are impossible to carry out without major financial resources, laboratory equipment, 
projectors, spotlights, polarization devices and various optical instruments.156  
 
Moholy-Nagy believed that such limitations could be overcome by the creation of “light 
studios,” which would “replace the obsolete academies of painting, thus dealing at long last with 
the means of expression that are essential today.”157 The idea of creating a light studio to 
facilitate experimentation with light was a radical notion for its time. More in keeping with the 
technological age, these studios would teach students to work with light as painters worked with 
paint.  
                                                 
155 Ibid., 305. 
156 Ibid., 306. 
157 Ibid.  
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 At the heart of Moholy-Nagy’s theorization of photography, was his view that 
photography was an “instrument of our optical education.” Cameraless photography, which 
required the mastery of photography’s essential components, helped to facilitate optical 
education. In a 1929 essay for the French art magazine, Cahiers d’Art, “La Photographie ce 
qu’elle était, ce qu’elle devra être,” (Photography: What It Was, What It Should Be), which also 
appeared the same year in the Czech magazine ReD, Moholy-Nagy suggested that while 
photography was invented a hundred years ago, it was only recently discovered.158 Only in the 
1920s did photography begin to take notice of those essential characteristics that belong only to 
it. Photography had long been misused and constrained by a rigid set of ideas that required its 
use only for the purposes of reproduction. For a new generation of photographers to make 
appropriate use of photography, he argued, that a thorough knowledge of photography’s 
possibilities and the laws of optics was necessary.  
According to Moholy-Nagy, there were two areas where progress could be made with the 
requisite knowledge of photography’s laws: the photograph as light image (cameraless 
photography), and the photograph as a documentary image.159 The photographs reproduced with 
Moholy-Nagy’s essay provided examples of the sort of experimentation he was suggesting. 
These included two cameraless abstractions illustrating the light-dark relationships made 
possible through experimentation with light and the sensitive plate, and a photoplastic 
demonstrating Moholy-Nagy’s individualized take on photomontage. Three camera photographs 
taken from above or at close range showed texture, contrast, and the use of light and shadow 
(figs. 3-29 and 3-30). The photographs, all by Moholy-Nagy, provided visual examples for the 
                                                 
158 László Moholy-Nagy, “La Photographie ce qu’elle était, ce qu’elle devra être,” Cahiers d’Art, no. 4 (1929): 29-
30. See also: László Moholy-Nagy, “čím jest a čím by mela býti fotografie,” ReD 3, no 8. (l929-1931).  




reader of photography’s possibilities when its rules and methods were understood and properly 
utilized. The short essay was thus a call to action, a call for greater experimentation based on the 
newly acquired knowledge of photography and the laws of optics. Cameraless photography was 
key to putting that knowledge to work. 
 Although publications provided the primary means for disseminating cameraless 
photography and other facets of the “new photography” during this period, exhibitions took on a 
new prominence in late 1920s. Large-scale photography exhibitions served a didactic function, 
disseminating the “new photography” to the public by bringing together representative work 
from Europe, the United States, and the Soviet Union. Numerous exhibitions featured the “new 
photography” at the end of the 1920s, and while each was important, none was more important 
than the Stuttgart Film und Foto (FiFo) exhibition and the body of literature produced around 
it.160  
In many ways, the texts that emerged around the FiFo exhibition were the culmination of 
cameraless photography’s unfolding narrative in the 1920s. The discussions indicated that the 
medium was no longer an aberration or tangential to the history of modern photography, and that 
it was as much a part of the “new photography” as the most radical camera photographs. 
Although it was not the primary focus of the vast majority of texts that appeared in conjunction 
with or in response to the exhibition, cameraless photography was an integral part of what 
exhibition organizer and Werkbund member Gustav Stotz referred to as the “neue optik” (new 
                                                 
160 Other important photography exhibitions included: Foto – Malerei – Architektur (Photography – Painting – 
Architecture) at the Itten Schule (1928), Fotografie der Gegenwart (Photography of the Present) at the Museum 
Folkwang in Essen (1929), Das Lichtbild (Photography) in Munich (1930), and Die Neue Fotografie (The new 
photography) in Basel (1931). Fotografie der Gegenwart, Film und Foto, and Das Lichtbild, traveled to multiple 
venues. See: Eskildsen and Horak, Film und Foto Der Zwanziger Jahre; and Vanessa Rocco, “Before 'Film Und 
Foto'  Pictorialism to the New Vision in German Photography Exhibitions from 1909-29” (PhD diss., City 
University of New York, 2004).  
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optic).161 The influence of Moholy-Nagy’s “New Vision” on Stotz’s articulation of the “neue 
optik” ensured that cameraless photography appeared in the FiFo exhibition and its 
publications.162 The two photography books published in conjunction with the exhibition—Franz 
Roh’s Foto-Auge: 76 Fotos der Zeit and Werner Gräff’s Es Kommt der neue Fotograf!—
featured cameraless photography as representative of the “new photography.” While Gräff’s 
book is best understood as a guidebook to the “new photography,” offering guidance and 
examples to help viewers become literate in the “new photography” and participate in this new 
revolution of vision, Roh’s book looked to examples from FiFo as a means of illustrating his 
theories about photography as an art form. Cameraless photographs by Moholy-Nagy, Man Ray, 
El Lissitizky, and Oskar Nerlinger were included in the exhibition and its publications with other 
examples of the “neue optic,” but also, importantly, with relevant examples from photography’s 
history.163 
                                                 
161 When Gustav Stotz announced the plan for the exhibition in Das Kunstblatt in May of 1929, his writing betrayed 
the influence of Moholy-Nagy’s ideas about photography as laid out in Malerei Photographie Film. In his 
justification for the exhibition, Stotz declared that “a new optic [neue Optik] has developed,” providing an overview 
of the show’s themes as a manifesto of the “new photography.” He suggested that new instruments of creation--
cameras, lenses, and new, more light-sensitive photographic plates--made the “new photography” possible. See: 
“Eine neue Optik hat sich entwickelt.” Gustav Stotz, “Werkbund-Ausstellung ‘Film und Foto’ Stuttgart 1929,” Das 
Kunstblatt 13, no. 5 (1929): 154.  
162 See Ibid. Stotz echoed Moholy-Nagy and his conception of the New Vision in his essay for the exhibition 
catalogue, noting that “it was important in the first instance to highlight what should be regarded as the actual 
domain of photography, that which can only be created using those photographic tools that are essential to 
photography and belong exclusively to it.” See: Gustav Stotz, “The Exhibition” (1929), in Public Photographic 
Spaces: Exhibitions of Propaganda, from Pressa to the Family of Man, 1928-1955, ed. Jorge Ribalta (Barcelona: 
MACBA, 2009). Original publication: Gustav Stotz, “Die Ausstellung,” in Film und Foto (Stuttgart: Deutscher 
Werkbund, 1929), 11-12. Photography historian Pepper Stetler notes that the first use of the term “neues sehen” 
(new vision) occurred in many of the published reviews of the Film und Foto and other, similar exhibitions and the 
prevalence of photography in contemporary visual culture. See: Stetler, Stop Reading! Look!, 35. See also: Olivier 
Lugon, “Neue Sehen, Neue Geschichte: László Moholy-Nagy, Siegfried Giedion und die Ausstellung Film und 
Foto,” 88-105. 
163 It is worth noting that while cameraless photography was featured in various sections at Fifo, it was camera 
photography that was privileged by Stotz and others in the exhibition and its publications. In his discussion of 
photography and the goals of the exhibition, Stotz argued for “the camera as our most contemporary creative 
instrument.” Emphasis in original, Stotz, “The Exhibition” (1929), 113. 
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The 1929 Film und Foto exhibition has often been discussed as the culminating moment 
for the “new photography.”164 Organized by the Deutscher Werkbund, under the direction of 
Gustav Stotz and the Würtemberg working group, the exhibition opened in Stuttgart on May 18, 
1929.165 Among the collaborators were Moholy-Nagy in Berlin; Edward Weston and Edward 
Steichen for the U.S.; Piet Zwart of Amsterdam; El Lissitzky for the Soviet Union; Christian 
Zervos for France; and Zurich art historian Siegfried Giedion. With over one thousand 
photographs in thirteen galleries, the exhibition offered an opportunity for the public to view 
recent avant-garde photographic work and works of applied photography from Europe, the 
United States, and the Soviet Union. The didactic mission of the exhibition was clear from the 
beginning.166 The emphasis on the inclusion of art schools, like the Bauhaus, was significant 
because it reiterated the importance placed on teaching the “new photography.” 167 
The input and influence of a group of artists, curators, art historians, and designers was 
crucial to cameraless photography’s inclusion in FiFo. Although Moholy-Nagy was undoubtedly 
an important influence, in terms of both ideas and substance, other figures central to cameraless 
photography’s unfolding narrative were involved in the exhibition’s planning. As an adviser for 
the Soviet section, El Lissitzky included several of his experimental cameraless photographs in 
his innovative design for Gallery 4. The involvement of Christian Zervos, editor of the French art 
                                                 
164 On the Film und Foto exhibition, see: Eskildsen and Horak, Film und Foto Der Zwanziger Jahre.  
165 A principle committee that consisted of artists, architects, and designers included, Hans Hildebrandt, art historian 
in Stuttgart; Bernhard Pankok, architect of the exposition hall and professor at Stuttgart’s Gewerbeschule; and 
designer Jan Tschichold. 
166  Early statements reveal that the organization centered around individuals, countries, organizations and press 
agencies, and photography or art schools, rather that more traditional categories like portrait, landscape, or 
photojournalism. See: Witkovsky, Foto: Modernity in Central Europe, 1918-1945, 59. 
167 The Bauhaus was among the schools featured in FiFo, as were Burg Giebichenstein in Halle, the Berlin Lette-
Verein, the Itten Schule in Berlin, and the Folkwang Schule in Essen. Although the influence of Moholy-Nagy is 
critical here, it should also be remembered that part of the Werkbund’s mission included apprenticeship and training. 
See Esklildsen and Horak, Film und Foto Der Zwanziger Jahre, 76. On Moholy-Nagy’s role in the FiFo exhibition, 
see: Botar, “László Moholy-Nagy’s New Vision”; Hight, Picturing Modernism. 
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magazine Cahiers d’Art, ensured the prominence of Man Ray, who was represented by no fewer 
than twenty-two cameraless photographs. As the principal adviser for Germany, and the only 
photographer, Moholy-Nagy was likely also responsible for the inclusion of cameraless 
photographs by Kurt Schwitters and Oskar Nerlinger.168 Contemporary and historical cameraless 
processes appeared throughout the exhibition, thus reaffirming the medium’s status as a central 
component of the “new photography.”  
In order to emphasize the didactic nature of the exhibition and help viewers to understand 
contemporary photography, Moholy-Nagy curated an introductory gallery through which all 
visitors had to enter. The first and largest of the exhibition’s galleries, Room 1, was the 
conceptual introduction to the exhibition. It featured historical photographs from the collection 
of photo-chemist and photography historian Dr. Erich Stenger and recent examples of applied 
photography that effectively summarized Moholy-Nagy’s program for the New Vision.169 
Cameraless photography was among the processes highlighted in Room 1. On the gallery’s text 
panel Moholy-Nagy outlined his intentions for the room’s organization: 
In this room the most important stages in the history of photography are shown. 
The emphasis is on the presentation of photographic elements, whose mastery can lead to 
synthetic photographic results. These elements are essentially the following: The 
possibility of producing genuine documents: static, kinetic in the modulation of light 
intensities, novel points of view, enlargements, microscopic and x-ray photographs, 
mechanical distortions of reality, direct design with light (photograms), penetrations and 
simultaneous projections whose predecessor is the photomontage.170 
 
                                                 
168 Heyne, Moholy-Nagy: The Photograms. 
169 Botar, “László Moholy-Nagy’s New Vision,” 546. 
170 “In diesem Raum warden die wesentlichsten Etappen aus der Geschichte der Photographie gezeigt. Das 
Hauptgewicht ist auf die Darstellung der photographischen Elemente gelegt. Ihre Beherrschung kann zu einer 
synthetischen photographischen Leistung führen. Diese Elemente sind im wesentlichen: Die Möglichkeiten, 
unverfälschte Dokumente zu schaffen: statisch stehend, kinetisch beweglich in der Variabilität der Lichtintensitäten, 
neue Sichten, Vergrößerungen, mikroskopische Aufnahmen, Röntgenaufnahmen, mechanische Verzerrungen der 
Wirklichkeit, direkte Lichtgestaltungen (Photogramme), Durchdringungen, Simultanprojektion, deren Vorstufe die 
Photomontage ist.”  László Moholy-Nagy text panel for Room 1, Film und Foto exhibition, quoted in: Prodest [Dr. 




The text indicated that the photographs included in Room 1 were meant to serve as examples 
emphasizing various photographic elements, which, if mastered, could lead to positive 
“synthetic” photographic results. An often-reproduced installation photograph of Room 1 reveals 
the size and scope of the gallery and the strategic placement of experimental cameraless 
processes under a bold sign that asked: “Where is Photographic Development Heading?” (fig. 3-
31). The question was intended to urge visitors to contemplate photography’s past while 
speculating about its future. Throughout the gallery, Moholy-Nagy highlighted historical 
photographs that alluded to the future uses of the medium. As Olivier Lugon has noted, the 
presence of a daguerreotype became a harbinger of New Objectivity photography, while the X-
ray and a positive print from a photogenic drawing negative were harbingers of cameraless 
photography’s future possibilities. Indeed, “Leaf of a Plant,” a positive salt print from a 
photogenic drawing negative, from William Henry Fox Talbot’s The Pencil of Nature was 
among the works included in Room 1. Although the FiFo installation photographs are difficult to 
make out, the Talbot photogenic drawing was included in an essay by Moholy-Nagy (“Die 
wichtigsten Epochen aus der Geschichte der Fotografie” – The most important eras in the history 
of photography) in the German magazine Das Werk that included a series of nineteenth-century 
examples from Stenger’s collection that also appeared in Room 1 (fig. 3-32).171 The integration 
of scientific and applied photography reflected Moholy-Nagy’s non-hierarchical approach to 
photography by bringing together images from disparate sources to make his case for the New 
Vision.172 Here, the gallery’s images supported his argument that mastery of photography’s 
                                                 
171 László Moholy-Nagy, “Die wichtigsten Epochen aus der Geschichte der Fotografie,“ Das Werk 16, no. 9 (1929): 
258-267. Dr. Erich Stenger owned a copy of Talbot’s The Pencil of Nature, which explains the inclusion of “Leaf of 
a Plant” in Room 1. See: Larry J. Schaaf, “Third Census of H. Fox Talbot's The Pencil of Nature,” History of 
Photography 36, No. 1 (2012): 99-120. 
172 This non-hierarchical approach was carried through when Moholy-Nagy, instead of showing the “original” 
historical photographs from Stenger’s collection, reproduced them so as to minimize the distinctions between 
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essential elements coupled with knowledge of photography’s history would lead the medium into 
the future.  
A similar argument was made in Gallery 5. The gallery featured a group of ninety-seven 
photographs, cameraless photographs (photograms) and photoplastics by Moholy-Nagy. Hung 
salon style, a group of large-scale cameraless photographs dominated one wall, thus highlighting 
the medium’s importance to the gallery’s conception (fig. 3-33). First, a group of cameraless 
photographs were enlarged to a scale of roughly 90 x 60 cm. (35 x 24 in.), which was 
considerably larger than his earlier cameraless works—the cameraless photographs that appeared 
in Broom in 1923 were 18 x 13 cm. (7 x 5 in.)—and likely overshadowed the other photographs 
in the room.173 Second, as in Room 1, the focal point of the gallery was a series of oversized 
cameraless photographs positioned high on the wall, just above the gallery’s text panel. The two 
largest cameraless works were positioned above two enlarged photoplastics, highlighting the 
dynamic lines and shapes and the light/dark relationships made possible with both processes. 
Two slightly smaller cameraless photographs, one printed in positive and the other negative 
(appearing dark on a white ground), were positioned above a group of photographs taken at night 
in order to emphasize the transformative effects of light. On the opposite wall, two more 
cameraless photographs were interspersed with photoplastics, portraits, and abstractions to 
demonstrate visually that the conditions laid out in his texts—texture, transparency, gradation of 
tone, and light/dark relationships—could be achieved with mastery of photography’s essential 
elements. These images also served as a visual corollary to the nineteenth-century cameraless 
images (photogenic drawings and X-rays) the viewer would have seen in Room 1. Ultimately, 
                                                 
historical and contemporary processes. See: Olivier Lugon, “The Old Bridge, The Historian, and the New 
Photographer,” in Moholy-Nagy: Future Present, 105-116. 
173 For more on Moholy-Nagy’s cameraless enlargements, see: Renate Heyne, Moholy-Nagy: The Photograms, 215. 
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Moholy-Nagy’s cameraless photographs were intended as didactic examples of this new way of 
seeing, and the new visual experiences they could provide.  
FiFo’s publications were responsible for laying out the conceptual framework for the 
exhibition with a series of texts about the new role of photography in the modern world. With an 
introduction by Gustav Stotz, the exhibition catalogue featured essays on various aspects of the 
exhibition, including Vitaly Zhemchuzhny’s essay on photography in the Soviet Union. Stotz’s 
brief introduction focused on the cross-section of photographic production and methods included 
in the exhibition, highlighting those areas that were “the actual domain of photography,” in other 
words, images produced according to photography’s essential laws and tools.174 He suggested 
that technical improvements aided in the development of photography’s new fields of 
application—new cameras, lenses, and more highly sensitive papers and plates. While his text 
revealed the influence of Moholy-Nagy, he believed that the camera and lens were the basis of 
“every true photographic achievement” because the lens “allows one to record all things clearly, 
sharply, and precisely.”175 Stotz’s discussion of the sensitive plate linked it directly with its use 
in a camera, thus countering a conception of photography that placed the sensitive plate as the 
true key to the medium.  
Vitaly Zhemchuzhny’s essay, “Russia and Photography,” was dismissive of cameraless 
photography, as he was primarily concerned with laying out the demands for a revolutionary 
photography based in documentary and photojournalism, as exemplified in the work of the 
radical artists’ association LEF. 
The LEF . . . produced the greatest photographic innovator, A. M. Rodchenko, who, like 
Moholy-Nagy, broke with the influence of painting on photography. However, unlike 
                                                 
174 Stotz, “The Exhibition,” 113. 
175 Ibid.  
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many Western European innovators, the radical Soviet photographers do not experiment 
with ‘objectless’ photography.176  
 
“Objectless” photography was surely a reference to cameraless photography. Scholar Rosalinde 
Sartorti has suggested that the absence of “artistic” photographs in the Soviet section of FiFo 
was because most of the selected photographers were members of the Soviet press.177 The 
images selected thus reflected the shift in photography after the initiation of the first five-year 
plan and the dictum that, “Every progressive comrade should have not only a watch but also a 
camera. In the Soviet Union, there will be an education in photography just as there is a general 
education.”178 The emphasis on the amateur photojournalist and professional press photographer 
left little room for experimental processes like cameraless photography. Zhemchuzhny’s 
statement seems to suggest that Soviet photographers did not experiment with “objectless” 
photography (i.e., cameraless photography), however, Lissitzky included several cameraless 
photographs in his design for the Soviet section of FiFo.179  
An installation view of the Soviet section clearly indicates the presence of Lissitizky’s 
experimental cameraless photographs (fig. 3-34). As we have seen, Lissitzky continued to use 
cameraless processes, which he argued could reveal an object from all possible perspectives, thus 
maintaining its connection to reality and its recognizability for the Soviet viewer. Lissitzky’s role 
as designer of the Soviet section of FiFo gave him the flexibility and authority to include his 
more experimental cameraless works, even if they were not entirely in keeping with the Soviet 
state’s preference for photojournalism. The essays included in FiFo’s catalogue demonstrate the 
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177 Rosalinde Sartorti, “’Every Progressive Comrade Should Have Not Only a Watch But Also A Camera.’ Remarks 
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shifts occurring in cameraless photography’s narrative at the end of the decade. Although its 
presence was widely felt in the exhibition, it was increasingly clear that the medium was viewed 
as a novelty, as a distinctly European phenomenon that helped to usher in the “new 
photography.”  
 As part of the larger didactic program, the publications printed in conjunction with 
FiFo provided additional opportunities for the public to interact with the photographs that 
appeared in the exhibition. Es kommt der neue Fotograf! (Here Comes the New Photographer) 
and Foto-Auge (Photo-Eye) were important vehicles for the dissemination of the “new 
photography.” They helped to reinforce certain aspects of cameraless photography and the ways 
that it was understood in 1929. Werner Gräff’s immensely popular Es kommt der neue Fotograf! 
was not an official FiFo publication, but it featured ninety-seven photographs from the 
exhibition, including cameraless photographs by Man Ray, Oskar Nerlinger, and Otto Umbehr 
(Umbo).180 Often regarded as a manifesto of the New Vision and a training manual for the “new 
photographer,” Here Comes the New Photographer! combined a brief introductory text by Gräff, 
followed by a selection of photographs drawn from the exhibition.181 The photographs 
reproduced in the book took on a rhetorical function for the reader, offering examples of 
techniques, stylistic choices, and new processes necessary to educate the “new photographer.” 
The captions reiterated their educational function, providing information about proper technique 
and the need to push beyond outmoded processes and methods. In this way, Here Comes the New 
Photographer! built on and updated a long tradition of photography manuals and textbooks.  
                                                 
180 Werner Gräff, “Foreward to Es kommt der neue Fotograf!,” reprinted in Germany: The New Photography, 25-27. 
181 On Werner Gräff’s Es Kommt der neue Fotograf!, see: Magilow, “Photography’s Linguistic Turn: On Werner 
Graeff’s Here Comes the New Photographer!”; Magilow, Photography of Crisis; Rittelmann, “Constructed 
Identities”; and Stetler, Stop Reading! Look!.  
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 The didactic tendency that characterized the book was a trend already in full swing 
when it was published in 1929. The didacticism of Moholy-Nagy’s ideas carried over into 
Gräff’s book, which catalogued the lexicon of visual techniques developed by photographers 
throughout the 1920s.182 The book did not enforce the notion that photography was an artform, 
but rather that photography had many important roles to play in contemporary society (a view 
shared by Moholy-Nagy). Situating his book as a manual for the “new photographer,” Gräff 
criticized standard photography manuals for setting limits based on artistic and aesthetic rules, 
thus codifying photographic practice and limiting creativity. He told the reader that “[t]he 
purpose of this book is to break down barriers, not create them.”183 In other words, the “new 
photography” was intended to open the field to new possibilities, with and without a camera. 
“Photography is a free, independent art. It must not be subjected to antiquated laws, nor should it 
be enslaved to nature.”184 Gräff reminds the reader that photography need not be “enslaved to 
nature” by means of the camera, and the new photographer need “not recognize any restrictions 
on his work.”185  
 Cameraless photographs by Nerlinger, Man Ray, and Umbo (Otto Umbehr) showed the 
diversity that such “unrestricted” work facilitated (figs. 3-35, 3-36, and 3-37). The photograph by 
Nerlinger was a departure from his cameraless images produced with stencils and tissue paper. 
Instead, he used a light source to draw directly on the light-sensitive surface, thus literalizing the 
notion that photography was writing with light. The cameraless photographs by Man Ray and 
Umbo were playful, if remarkably flat, images intended to demonstrate the creative possibilities 
                                                 
182 For more on this, see: Magilow, “Photography’s Linguistic Turn,” 98. 
183 Gräff, “Foreward to Es kommt der neue Fotograf!,” 25. 
184 Ibid. 
185 “Der Neue Fotofraf erkennt für seine Arbeit keinerlei Schranken an.” Werner Gräff, Es kommt der neue 




of the process with even the most basic elements. Somewhat less sophisticated than other 
examples, the cameraless photographs were instead included as didactic tools with explanatory 
captions, such as that included with the Man Ray photograph: “He covers the paper with objects 
and stencils, illuminates, and already the finest artistic possibilities arise.”186 The Man Ray image 
(fig. 3-36), a rudimentary landscape of sorts, was produced with a series of cutouts, stencils, and 
objects, which, when placed accordingly, alluded to a mountain (or possibly a shoreline) with a 
group structures or objects, and a circle intended to replicate the sun. Indicative of Man Ray’s 
playful and irreverent approach to cameraless photography, the image clearly demonstrated the 
creative possibilities of using found objects and light sensitive paper to create “new 
photographs.” The reproductions included in Here Comes the New Photographer! were less 
exemplary of the sort of radical experimentation seen in Moholy-Nagy’s book. Nonetheless, 
Gräff, like Mohoy-Nagy, argued for greater experimentation with materials, thereby encouraging 
new ways of seeing. By telling the viewer/reader how to look at photographs and pointing out 
the characteristics of the “new photography,” Gräff asked them to educate themselves in its 
processes and ultimately participate in the visual revolution as “new photographers.” 
One of the most important books on the “new photography” in the 1920s, Franz Roh and 
Jan Tschichold’s co-edited publication, Foto-Auge: 76 Fotos der Zeit, featured photographs from 
the FiFo exhibition, along with Roh’s essay “Mechanismus und Ausdruck: Wesen und Wert der 
Fotografie” (“Mechanism and Expression: The Essence and Value of Photography”), which was 
printed in German, French, and English.187 Designed by Tschichold with bold typography, the 
book’s cover featured Lissitzky’s Self-Portrait (The Constructor) (fig. 3-38). The photograph 
                                                 
186 “Er bedeck das Papier mit Gegenständen und Schablonen, belichtet und schon ergeben sich ihm die feinsten 
künstlerischen Möglichkeiten.” Ibid., 48. 
187 Franz Roh, Foto-Auge: 76 Fotos der Zeit (Stuttgart: F. Wedekind, 1929). Reprinted in 1973 by Arno Press as: 
Franz Roh, Photo-Eye: 76 Photoes [sic] of the Period (New York: Arno Press, 1973). 
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signalled the experimental nature of the “new photography,” which brought together the hand 
and the eye in order to initiate new ways of seeing and representing the modern world. The 
interior of the book included seventy-six photographs, one to a page, with a simple caption that 
included the artist/photographer’s name and the title of the work—there were no explanatory 
texts or captions included. The layout produced a series of juxtapositions that illustrated the 
range of photographs that together comprised the New Vision—cameraless photographs, 
photomontage, photographs from science (X-rays and microphotographs) and the press, 
typophotos, photographs taken from interesting angles, distortions, and multiple exposures. 
While Renger-Patzsch had a photograph in the book, the point of view expressed in the images 
and the text reflected the influence of Moholy-Nagy. Roh’s text was intended to be accessible to 
the general public, offering an overview of the New Vision and its characteristics, while making 
the theoretical argument for the artistic consideration of photography.188  
Roh’s status as an art historian and freelance art critic, and his interest in contemporary 
art and photography—he wrote Nach-Expressionismus in 1925 about the hyper-realist painting 
that came to be known as New Objectivity and bought a Leica the same year—ensured that he 
was well aware of the latest trends in photography.189 A photographer in his own right, he was 
also in communication with Moholy-Nagy during this time, which proved influential to his 
thinking about photography. In fact, the following year Roh would publish an important book on 
Moholy-Nagy’s photographs (L. Moholy-Nagy: 60 Fotos, 1930), which featured a cameraless 
                                                 
188 Although Roh was not on the FiFo advisory committee, he was in close contact with the exhibition’s committee 
and organizers. He was also in communication with Moholy-Nagy, whom he met at the Bauhaus in 1924, during this 
period as well. See: Inka Graeve Ingelmann, “Mechanics and Expression: Franz Roh and the New Vision—A 
Historical Sketch,” in Mitra Abbaspour, Lee Ann Daffner, and Maria Morris Hambourg, eds., Object:Photo. Modern 
Photographs: The Thomas Walther Collection 1909–1949. An Online Project of The Museum of Modern Art (New 
York: The Museum of Modern Art, 2014): 1-14. 
http://www.moma.org/interactives/objectphoto/assets/essays/GraeveIngelmann.pdf. 
189 See Graeve Ingelmann on Franz Roh’s background and interest in modern photography. 
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photograph on its cover (fig. 3-39).190 Roh, like so many others, took a decided turn toward 
photography in 1927. He brought an art historical approach to the medium, titling his essay 
“Mechanism and Expression,” thus making clear that the expression in question was art and the 
mechanism was the camera. He stressed the term “mechanism,” which in the context of his essay 
was a more generalized term for photography’s essential components—the camera, the sensitive 
plate, light.  
Unlike Gräff, or even Moholy-Nagy, Roh was primarily concerned with laying out the 
conditions of the “new photography” as art. Roh, who seemed to understand the skepticism 
around modern photography as an artform, set out to justify its status, “if however we understand 
art as an end in itself, called forth by man and filled with ‘expression,’ good photographs are 
included.”191 Roh included the cameraless photograph among the significant forms for the 
modern photographer. His discussion of the history of the medium detailed two culminating 
periods, the beginning of photography’s development (ca. 1839) and the contemporary moment 
(1929).192 He noted that FiFo and Foto-Auge highlighted, not the work of professionals, mired in 
tradition, but rather the work of non-professional photographers, whose work showed the most 
promise for future experimentation—an idea shared with Moholy-Nagy.  
What makes a good photograph? For Roh, the choice of subject was the creative action, 
but focus, position, perspective, detail, lighting, light-dark contrasts, and even the paper were 
also important. After laying out these considerations, Roh cited the forms that modern 
photography could take: the “reality-photo,” the photogram (cameraless photograph), the 
                                                 
190 Franz Roh, L. Moholy-Nagy: 60 Fotos (Berlin: Klinkhardt und Biermann, 1930). 
191 Franz Roh, “Mechanism and Expression: The Essence and Value of Photography,” reprinted in Germany: The 
New Photography, 31. 
192 On Franz Roh and the art history of photography, see: Witkovsky, “Circa 1930: Art History and the New 
Photography”; and Stetler, “Franz Roh and the Art History of Photography.” 
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negative print, the photomontage, and photographs with typography. He noted that “[t]he 
photogram hovers excitingly between abstract geometrical tracery and the echo of objects. In 
this tension there is a peculiar charm.”193 The action of light on the sensitive surface was key:  
by exposing them a long or short time, holding them close or far, letting sharp or subdued 
artificial light shine upon them, schemes of luminosity are obtained that so change the 
colour, outline and moulding of objects as to make them lose body and appear but a 
lustrous strange world and abstraction.194  
 
Rather than situating the process as a means of easily obtaining “fully expressive effects,” he 
noted that a high degree of skill was involved, and a certain amount of trial and error was 
necessary before the desired image could be achieved. Roh was most enamored of the 
cameraless photograph’s subtle gradation of tone, from brightest white to the darkest black and 
everything in between. It was there that the cameraless photograph entered the lexicon of the 
“new photography.” He also believed, like Moholy-Nagy and others, that cameraless 
photography was a potentially populist medium:  
Just as the making of silhouettes was very popular a hundred years ago, so the photogram 
will become an ingenious pastime of the present day. It is far superior to the silhouette, 
for it permits of a thousand gradations in shade between black and white. By this means 
not only the intersections and disclosures mentioned above are possible, but actual 
penetrating of bodies, whereby the covered part remains visible and the whole charm-
system of transparencies can become effective. It is however by the sublime possibilities 
of gradation between the poles black and white that polyphony of tones is obtainable.195  
 
Interestingly, while Roh suggested cameraless photography’s return to the world amateur 
photographic pastimes, it was the medium’s potential as an artform that warranted its inclusion 
in Foto-Auge. He reproduced two cameraless photographs by Man Ray that illustrated the 
importance of the selection of subject, light-dark contrasts, framing, and gradation of tone (figs. 
                                                 
193 Original emphasis. Roh, “Mechanism and Expression,” 32. 
194 Ibid.  
195 Ibid.  
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3-40 and 3-41). Like the examples included in Gräff’s book, the images reproduced by Roh were 
surprisingly unsophisticated examples of the medium’s creative possibilities.  
If the intent of Roh’s book was to educate the reader/viewer about how to see, and 
perhaps even how to make modern photographs, the two cameraless photographs carefully 
illustrate the basic principles of the process—the placement of certain objects of varying 
transparency, often overlapping them, on a sheet of light-sensitive paper and exposing them to 
light. Roh shared with Moholy-Nagy an optimism about modern photography and believed that 
photography’s possibilities as an artform were to be found in greater experimentation. The 
examples laid out in Foto-Auge were intended to facilitate the sort of experimentation needed to 
confirm photography’s status as art.  
 
4. After FiFo: Negative Responses to Cameraless Photography 
By the end of the decade, cameraless photography was exemplary of the experimental 
approach advocated by Moholy-Nagy and his New Vision, a view favored in FiFo and its 
publications. It came to represent an interpretation of modern photography that was anathema to 
amateur photographers. Renger-Patzsch and Kállai were among those convinced that 
photography’s future was to be found in an appropriate use of the camera. Other critical 
responses to cameraless photography and the “new photography” came from Walter Nettelbeck, 
who wrote about the dangers of experimental photography in the Communist-oriented 
photography magazine Der Arbeiter-Fotograf. The belief that cameraless photograpy was too far 
removed from the realities of proletarian life was echoed in the 1929 Russian introduction to 
Moholy-Nagy’s Malerei Fotografie Film (1927) in the Soviet magazine Sovetskoe Foto. While 
most of the criticism around cameraless photography addressed the medium’s remove from lived 
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experience and the “realism” imposed by the camera, others, like Erwin Quedenfeldt and Jaromír 
Funke, argued against cameraless photography’s handling of abstraction as either too far 
removed from subjective feeling (for Quedenfeldt) or too far removed from traditional 
photographic practice (for Funke). Taken together, these varied responses to cameraless 
photography at the end of the decade made clear that the early excitement around the medium 
was fading.  
In his review of the FiFo exhibition, Andor Kraszna-Krausz suggested that while 
photographic production was consciously modern, it veered too far from the true “purpose of 
photography.”196 This resulted in:  
the artistic modification of the object . . . where abstract lights on the plate attempt to 
substitute concrete ideas (photogramms by Man Ray, Paris) – there, yes, there the new 
photography distinguishes itself from the old one only by a trick, that bluffs today as well 
as it will be surpassed tomorrow.197  
 
Cameraless photographs and other experimental forms were viewed as technical tricks, fads that 
would quickly be bypassed by other, more objective modes of photography. In the end, Kraszna-
Krausz concluded:  
[i]t is fascinating to witness the crystallization of young technical methods at first, for 
they are always a sign of development and so also of liveliness. It is also instructive to 
watch how these must die off, if they are overbred as an expression of themselves, 
instead of finding the way to lasting contents by suppression of their own.198  
 
He suggested that this work, while a sign of the times and photography’s continued development, 
was already overbred to the point of ubiquity and would soon be obsolete.  
Despite this over-saturation, for some the path of modern photography was still to be 
determined. Ludwig Neundörfer, writing for the Kölnishche Volkszeitung, asked, “which way 
                                                 
196 Andor Kraszna-Krausz, “Exhibition in Stuttgart, June 1929, and its Effects,” Close Up 6 (December 1929): 455-
464, reprinted in Germany: The New Photography, 1927-1933, 35-36 
197 Ibid., 35. 
198 Ibid., 36.  
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will photography now go?”199 Would it go the way of art and be taught in institutes and 
academies, or better:  
[i]f photography remains aware of its own true task, that of operating through reportage, 
advertising, and objective images—if photographers remain professionals, but with a 
strong formal design impulse—then perhaps photography may one day lead us back to a 
pictorial art that will be for the people as a whole.200  
 
The confusion between applied photography, the domain of professional photographers, and the 
“new photography” as art, was common in reviews of the exhibition.  
The critic F. Matthies-Masuren predicted a looming crisis in response to the exhibition, 
due not only to the sheer number of photographs, but also to the intensity of focus on mundane 
objects:  
The success of the exhibition will without any doubt lead to a ‘crisis of photographic 
activity’ in the future. In fact, it is already here. It is not difficult to photograph parts of 
architecture, lively streets and squares, parts of plants, glasses and bottles, gramophones 
and typewriters or any other objects in a prescribed manner.201  
 
 “New photography” as an approach, as a way of seeing, as a lexicon of forms, was, in fact, 
tantamount to a “prescription” for modern photography and the issue that FiFo hoped to raise. In 
many ways, FiFo was a prescription for viewers to “Stop Reading! Look!”202 Moholy-Nagy 
expressed a similar sentiment in 1928 with the pronouncement that “[t]he illiterate of the future 
will be the person ignorant of the use of the camera as well as of the pen.”203 As Matthies-
                                                 
199 Ludwig Neundörfer, “Photography-The Pictorial Art of the Present Day,” in Between Worlds, 700.  Original 
publication: “Photographie-Die Bildkunst der Gegenwart,” Kölnishche Volkszeitung (June 23, 1929). 
200 Ibid.  
201 “Die Gefahr aber, dass durch den Erfolg der Ausstellung in der nächsten Zeit eine ‘Krisis der photographische 
Betätigung’ eintritt, besteht leider ohne Zweifel. Ja, sie ist schon da; den es ist nicht schwierig. Architekturteile, 
belebte Straßen und Plätze, Pflanzenteile, Gläser und Flaschen, Grammophotophone und Schreibmaschinen oder 
sonst irgendwelche Gegenstände nach den gebenen Rezepten . . . zu fassen.” F. Matthies-Masuren, “Zur 
Werkbundausstellung ‘Film und Foto’ in Stuttgart,” Fotografische Rundschau 66 (1929): 260. 
202 A 1928 essay by Johannes Molzahn in Das Kunstblatt advised readers to “Stop Reading! Look!” See: Johannes 
Molzahn, “Stop Reading! Look!” in The Weimar Republic Sourcebook, 648-649. Original publication: “Nicht mehr 
lesen! Sehen!,” Das Kunstblatt 12, no. 3 (March 1928): 78-82. For a discussion of the Molzahn’s essay and the 
larger issue of visual literacy, see: Stetler, Stop Reading! Look!, particularly her introduction, 1-14. 
203 Moholy-Nagy, “Fotografie ist Lichtgestaltung” (1928), reprinted in Passuth, Moholy-Nagy, 303. 
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Masuren argued, it was difficult to deny the “new photography’s” over-emphasis on objects, a 
concern that informed the use of cameraless photography, or that such an emphasis removed 
objects from their meanings and their place in the world. Cameraless photography’s removal 
from an objective view of reality was the primary problem for many critics, and despite attempts 
to make it palatable, it never matched the camera in the depiction of its subject. Regardless of 
Moholy-Nagy’s lofty goals for the medium, for many, cameraless photography was merely a 
novelty, a byproduct of experiments at the Bauhaus with no place in the future of the medium.   
One of the most devisive reviews of the FiFo exhibition and its publications came from 
Kállai and Renger-Patzsch. While Renger-Patzsch was minimally represented in FiFo, and had 
at least one photograph in Roh’s book, Foto-Auge, it was clear from his statements that he was 
largely opposed to the ideas expressed in the exhibition and its publications.204 Between Renger-
Patzsch’s contempt for the sort of “technically inept” photographs featured in the FiFo 
exhibition, and Kállai’s interest in Renger-Patzsch’s “objectivity” over the experimental 
approach of the New Vision, they had few kind things to say about the exhibition. Their response 
to the exhibition in “Postscript to Photo-Inflation / Boom Times” appeared in the October 1929 
issue of the Bauhaus magazine.205 The title reflected their view that photography’s boom had 
resulted in a flood of images that had in turn caused “photo-inflation.”206  
                                                 
204 Matthew Witkovsky notes that Renger-Patzsch’s marginalization at FiFo was in part self-imposed. A letter from 
Renger-Patzsch to the curator and patron Carl Georg Heise makes this point. “I find the exhibition, except for a very 
few successful things, mediocre and unsachlich [not objective], to say the least. . . .The little that’s worthy is nearly 
impossible to discover under the growth of meaningless, technically inept snapshots. . . . Herr Stotz [head of the 
Deutscher Werkbund] . . . was surprised that I sent him so little. . . [he said] that I must have far more interesting 
images at home. I replied that, actually, the exhibition seemed vastly too interesting, which he didn’t get.” Albert 
Renger-Patzsch to Carl Georg Heise, quoted in Witkovsky, Foto: Modernity in Central Europe, 1918-1945, 59. 
205 Ernő Kállai and Albert Renger-Patzsch, “Postscript to Photo-Inflation / Boom Times,” in Phillips, Photography 
and the Modern Era, 140-141. Original publication: Ernő Kállai and Albert Renger-Patzsch. “nachträgliches zur 
foto-inflation,” bauhaus 3, no. 4 (October-December 1929): 20-21. 
206 See: Olivier Lugon, “‘Photo‐Inflation’: Image Profusion in German Photography, 1925–1945,” History of 
Photography, 32, vol. 3 (May 2008): 219-234. Lugon notes that the term has its basis in economics and the 
economic situation in Germany at the end of the 1920s, particularly the stock market crash of October 1929.  
Siegfried Kracauer was famously uneasy about the flood of images in the late 1920s, fearing that the sheer number 
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Built into the notion of photo-inflation was Kállai’s view that photography was 
dominated by quantity rather than quality. For Kállai, and others, the proliferation of exhibitions 
and publications at the end of the 1920s was the culprit. He stated that “Boom Times [s]till 
prevail in the world of photography, and everyone’s in a hurry to bring in the harvest, even 
though the yield is scarce and of meager quality.”207 The rush to benefit from the photography 
boom brought about the “confusion of ideas” on view at FiFo. He found an overall “lack of 
aesthetic standards and of craft,” a criticism of experimental forms like cameraless photography 
that disregarded the technical standards of professional photography and its reliance on the 
camera.208 Like other reviewers, Kállai saw the exhibition as a “recipe” for “new photographers.” 
As he observed, 
The recipe for success: shoot from above and below. Enormous enlargements or 
reductions, the trash can as the most satisfying motif. Send negative prints to the press, 
the monster eats everything. (Motive: new, interesting visual effects). Take pictures at 
night, underexposure has the most interesting effects. And then: let chance work for you, 
it’ll do the job. That’s how modern photos are made, health food for magazines and 
conversational fodder for the culture-mongers, to the joy of their creators.209 
 
The reviews by Kállai and Renger-Patzsch were a complete and total rebuke of Moholy-Nagy’s 
New Vision. While Kállai suggested that the exhibition provided a “recipe for success” for eager 
photographers, Moholy-Nagy, and arguably the organizers of FiFo, would have viewed this as a 
positive outcome. After all, he was seeking to re-educate the photographer in the “new 
photography’s” methods, and the recipe that Kállai derided became a didactic tool that was 
entirely in keeping with the intent of the exhibition.  
                                                 
of images would cause the public to lose their sense of history. See: Siegfried Kracauer, “Die Fotografie,” 
Frankfurter Zeitung (October 28, 1927); reprinted as ‘Photography’ in Siegfried Kracauer: The Mass Ornament. 
Weimar Essays, ed. and trans. Thomas Y. Levin (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1995), 47-64. 
207 Kallai and Renger-Patzsch, “Postscript to Photo-Inflation / Boom Times,” 141. 
208 Ibid.  
209 Ibid.  
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Although many texts argued that cameraless photography was less “photographic” than 
work created with a camera, others bemoaned the “new photography” and its perceived disregard 
for the social or political ramifications of their chosen subjects. Writing for Der Arbeiter-
Fotograf, Walter Nettelbeck issued a strong critique of “modern” photography in “Sinn und 
Unsinn der ‘Modernen’ Fotografie” (Sense and Nonsense in ‘Modern’ Photography) (fig. 3-
42).210 The German photography magazine Der Arbeiter-Fotograf (The Worker-Photographer) 
was published by the Association of German Worker-Photographers in Berlin (1926–32). Made 
by and for worker photographers, Der Arbeiter-Fotograf was intended to provide technical and 
aesthetic guidance to proletarian reporters and photographers in conjunction with the Arbeiter 
Illustrierte Zeitung (Workers’ Illustrated Magazine).211 The goal was to establish a corps of 
trained worker photographers from which AIZ could draw, thus reducing its reliance on 
commercial photo agencies.212 They featured photographs with no masking or retouching that 
might obscure the unflinching message of proletarian reality of life under capitalism. Der 
Arbeiter-Fotograf was openly hostile to the “new photography,” which was perceived as a form 
of bourgeois aestheticism with no place in their politicized world. Walter Nettelbeck’s 1929 
essay on modern photography was indicative of this trend. As a form of photographic 
experimentation with no connection to the reality of proletarian life, cameraless photography was 
largely discouraged by Der Arbeiter-Fotograf.  
                                                 
210 Walter Nettelbeck, “Sinn und Unsinn der ‘Modernen’ Fotografie,” Der Arbeiter-Fotograf, No. 11 (November 
1929): 219-221.  
211 Joachim Büthe, Der Arbeiter-Fotograf: Dokumente und Beiträge zur Arbeiterfotografie 1926- 
1932 (Köln: Prometheus, 1987); Ute Eskildsen, “The A-I-Z and the Arbeiter-Fotograf: Working Class  
Photographers in Weimar,” Image 23.2 (1980): 1-8; Leah Ollman, Camera As Weapon: Worker  
Photography Between the Wars: An Exhibition (San Diego: Museum of Photographic Arts, 1991).   
212 If the focus was on working-class life and workers, then standard photo agencies were ill-equipped to provide the 
sort of photographs that AIZ hoped to publish. See: Sabine Kriebel, Revolutionary Beauty: The Radical 
Photomontages of John Heartfield (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2014). 
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In addition to providing guidance to worker photographers, Der Arbeiter-Fotograf 
included information and lively debates about the latest developments in “bourgeois” 
photography. Illustrations, like the two anonymous cameraless photographs accompanying 
Nettelbeck’s essay, were included as examples of the sort of “bourgeois” photography that was 
to be avoided. According to Nettelbeck, “[j]ust as the petit-bourgeois tends to make radical leaps 
in the political sphere, so too in the field of photography. Now he divides the world into two 
different realities, one seen through human eyes, the other purely optical – just as long as we 
don’t see the world as it really is!”213 For Nettelbeck and Der Arbeiter-Fotograf, the 
photograph’s political relevance was determined by its subject and its ability to reveal the reality 
of contemporary life. He argued that photographers, in their rush to make photography an art, 
embraced the aesthetics of painting. Echoing Kállai, he argued that cameraless photography was 
yet another example of this trend.  
Nettelbeck took issue with Moholy-Nagy’s belief that creative use of photography’s 
principles “will silence those who contend that photography is not an ‘art’.”214 Although 
Moholy-Nagy envisioned a more expansive role for cameraless photography, it was, by and 
large, unresponsive to the needs of the Worker Photographer movement and its mandate for 
photographs by proletarian photographers of proletarian reality. From the perspective of Der 
Arbeiter-Fotograf, photographs should be objective documents, free from retouching and other 
“tricks”—distortions of perspective, the use of disorienting camera angles—common in 
“modern” photography. Nettelbeck lamented that while the proletarian class had its own 
                                                 
213 “Wie der Kleinbürger politisch zu radikalen Sprüngen neigt, so auch auf dem Gebiet der Fotografie. Die Welt 
wird jetzt von ihm in zwei Wirklichkeiten eingeteilt, in eine Wirklichkeit durch menschliche Augen wahrgenommen 
und in eine optische. Nur nicht die Welt sehen wie sie ist!” Nettelbeck, “Sinn und Unsinn der ‘Modernen’ 
Fotografie,” 220. 
214 The text reads: “Die schöpferische Verwertung dieser Erkenntnisse und Grundsätze wird der Behauptung, 
Photographie sei keine ‘Kunst’, Ein Ende machen.” See: Ibid.  
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ideology, they were still subject to the influence of the bourgeois world and its aesthetics. His 
essay was a warning to his fellow worker photographers not to be drawn in by the work of 
Moholy-Nagy and the sort of “art” photographs advocated in the pages of Werner Gräff’s 
recently published book Es kommt der neue Fotograf!  He was equally antagonistic about “New 
Objectivity” photography and its disregard for the social implications of contemporary life.215 
Written in the wake of FiFo, Nettelbeck’s essay revealed a disdain for the sort of work 
privileged in the exhibition. Cameraless photography was, for the Worker Photography 
movement, a form of bourgeois aestheticism that posed a threat to this more overtly politicized 
approach to photography.  
 In the following issue of Der Arbeiter-Fotograf, Hans Windisch, editor of Das Deutsche 
Lichtbild, offered a rebuttal to Nettelbeck’s scathing critique of “modern” photography.216 He, 
like Moholy-Nagy, was singled out by Nettelbeck as representative of the “nonsense” of modern 
photography and felt it necessary to respond in a short essay titled, “Fotogramme, Neue 
Sachlichkeit, Kunst USW.” (Photogram, New Objectivity, Art, etc.).217 Although Windisch 
agreed with Nettelbeck about the need for photographic objectivity, he offered a defense of 
modern photography as a mirror of the times.218 He disagreed with Nettelbeck’s assertion that 
                                                 
215 “When this goal requires a distorted perspective, there must always be the aim to justify the means. But the aim 
lies neither with things themselves nor in their artistic value. It is based in the interests of the proletarian class.” 
“Das Ziel muß sein, das Motiv in seiner knappsten und überzeugendsten Form zum Ausdruck zu bringen. Verlangt 
dieses Ziel eine verzerrte Perspektive, so wird es immer der Zweck sein, der das Mittel rechtfertigt. Der Zweck liegt 
aber weder in den Dingen selbst, noch in seinem Kunstwert. Er liegt in den Interessen der proletarischen Klasse 
begründet.” See: Walter Nettelbeck, “Sinn und Unsinn der ‘Modernen’ Fotografie,” 221. 
216 An advocate of the “new photography,” Windisch also contributed essays to Der Arbeiter-Fotograf during this 
time, arguing for the use of the camera as a political weapon. See: Phillips, Photography in the Modern Era, 175. 
217 Hans Windisch, “Fotogramme, Neue Sachlichkeit, Kunst USW.,” Der Arbeiter Fotograf, no. 12 (1929): 246-248. 
218 The same year Windisch engaged in the debate with Nettelbeck about the merits of the “new photography,” he 
was caught up in another debate with Moholy-Nagy in the pages of i10 about the nature of “objective” photography. 
In “Scharf oder Unscharf?” Moholy-Nagy took issue with Windisch’s contention that photographers should make 
use of lenses that will produce images more in keeping with the way the eye sees – in other words, “unsharp.” 
Moholy-Nagy argued that the camera should be used to improve vision, that “objective photography must teach us 
to see.” See: László Moholy-Nagy, “Scharf oder unscharf?” i10, 2, no. 20 (1929): 163-167. Reprinted as “Sharp or 
Unsharp?,” in Phillips, Photography in the Modern Era, 132-139.  
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photography was an inherently objective medium that must show unmitigated reality in order to 
fulfill the needs of the worker photographer. To counter Nettelbeck’s arguments about the use of 
experimental photography for political purposes, Windisch cited the use of photomontage as a 
form of political agitation and noted that cameraless photography opened new possibilities for 
picturing the world.   
Windisch believed that modern photography allowed things and objects to be seen from 
all conceivable points of view, revealing new perspectives, and thus revealing the world in the 
process. As a window onto the world, it made no difference if the photograph was documentary 
or cameraless, or if the photograph was in sharp focus or soft focus. He noted that as a form of 
abstract photography “the photogram” was something fundamentally new and thus it was too 
soon to pass judgement on its impact.219 Fully aware of cameraless photography’s recent history, 
Windisch suggested that Man Ray’s cameraless photographs were exemplary of the medium, 
while Moholy-Nagy’s were second-hand imitations. He praised cameraless photographs for their 
ability to reveal new visual experiences, especially in science, where they could be used to show 
enlarged natural phenomena or objects from technology and industry. In contrast to Moholy-
Nagy, who sought to expand cameraless photography’s accessibility to all photographers, 
amateur and professional, Windisch argued that the process was a valid branch of modern 
photography when it was produced by artists. The work of inexperienced amateurs, such as those 
used to illustrate Nettelbeck’s article, were, according to Windisch, a discredit to the originality 
of cameraless image making. The cameraless photograph, derived from the larger field of 
photography, was a means of revealing the world and providing new perspectives, and should 
                                                 
219 Windisch, “Fotogramme, Neue Sachlichkeit, Kunst USW.,” 246. 
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not be discarded simply because it was not “objective.” On the contrary, it had as much of a role 
to play in modern photography as other camera-based forms.  
The environment was markedly different in Soviet Russia, where photography was put in 
the service of the state. In 1929, two years after the second edition of Malerei Fotografie Film 
was published, a Russian translation appeared as part of a book series put out by Sovetskoe foto 
(Soviet Photography).220 With an introduction by Russian art historian Alexei Federov-Davydov, 
the book’s appearance reflected Soviet photographers’ increased interest in photography, 
particularly around the ideas of Rodchenko and the October group. Although the editors of 
Sovetskoe foto were generally opposed to the experimental approach advocated by Moholy-
Nagy, they were intrigued by his attempts to “discover and define photography’s own language 
as the language of art . . . in the context of the state of modern technology and its impact on the 
psychological constitution of modern man.”221 The introduction does not refer specifically to 
cameraless photography, but the author’s reference to Moholy-Nagy’s use of form for its own 
sake was surely intended to refer to the medium.222 Regarding such work, Federov-Davydov 
argued that it was:  
nothing but experimentation for experimentation’s sake, searching for a new form for the 
sake of the form itself; at most this a search for a new emotional expressive power, but 
not for the satisfaction of some real social need.223  
 
Federov-Davydov conceded that “Moholy-Nagy himself indicate[d] that technology and the new 
forms of art brought forth by technology [were] themselves the products of these new [social] 
needs,” but Moholy-Nagy’s dismissal of the social-economic conditions of art (from a 
                                                 
220 Federov-Davidov, “Introduction to Moholy-Nagy’s Painting Photography Film,” in Phillips, Photography in the 
Modern Era, 273-282. Original publication: Alexei Federov-Davidov, Introduction to László Moholy-Nagy, 
Zivopis’ ili fotografia (Moscow, 1929). 
221 Ibid., 274. 
222 For a discussion of Moholy-Nagy and Russian Formalism, see: Hight, Picturing Modernism and Margolin, The 
Struggle for Utopia. 
223 Fedorov-Davidov, “Introduction to Moholy-Nagy’s Painting Photography Film,” 280. 
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Communist perspective) led him to ignore the social function and potential applications of 
photography.224 Just as Nettelbeck warned his readers against experimentation for the sake of 
experimentation, Federov-Davydov argued that without tools of Marxism-Leninism, 
photography would ignore its social potential. A better path was to be found among Soviet 
amateur photographers and the proletarian photography movement.  
Cameraless photography represented the needless experimentation that Nettelbeck and 
Federov-Davydov discouraged, but also the sort of photographic formalism that put form over 
content. The political circumstances in the Soviet Union required photography to be responsive 
to a “Marxist worldview,” while for Moholy-Nagy photography could incorporate his views 
regarding the need for a socially productive art without recourse to the Communist party. The 
cameraless photograph for Moholy-Nagy was a means of bringing sensory perception into 
alignment with the needs of the modern world, thereby fulfilling in its own way the social needs 
of the people. Unfortunately, the justification for cameraless photography provided in so many of 
his writings would have been lost on a largely illiterate population that lacked the means to 
comprehend these semi-abstract photographs.  
As previously mentioned, German photographer and chemist Erwin Quedenfeldt was 
critical of cameraless photography for entirely different reasons. He lamented the demise of a 
personal, expressive photography, in favor of the cold objectivity of the “new photography.” 
While Quedenfeldt had conceived of a new form of “abstrakte Lichtbildkunst,” which was in fact 
cameraless, he believed the work of Man Ray and Moholy-Nagy did not go far enough as a form 
of photographic abstraction. At the end of the 1920s, Quedenfeldt wrote numerous essays on 
photography that detailed his dismay with modern photography and its shift away from personal 
                                                 
224 Ibid., 280-281. 
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experience. He stated in his 1927 essay, “Die Abstrakte Lichtbildkunst” (Abstract Photo Art) in 
the German photography magazine, Photographische Korrespondenz, that artistic statements 
with photography were doomed to failure. He argued that the very term “creative photography” 
was incorrect. In his view, “[t]he objective, inevitable perspective of photography cannot be the 
subjectively felt vision of the artist.”225  
For photography to achieve subjective experience, it had to disguise its technical factors, 
rather than laying them bare (as was the case in the “new photography”). The first step in this 
process was what Quedenfeldt called “Lichtbildkunst,” which emphasized lines and masses over 
the dots that make up a photograph.226 Here he argued that the cameraless photographs of Man 
Ray and Moholy-Nagy did not go far enough in their abstraction because their process—the 
projection of light on and through objects placed on light sensitive paper—allowed for the 
suggestion of three-dimensionality. Examples of Quedenfeldt’s “abstrakte Lichtbildkunst,” 
produced cameralessly using a sophisticated masking technique, were flat impressions that favor 
line and intersecting forms over dramatic light effects (fig. 3-43). In a later essay published in 
Das Deutsche Lichtbild Quedenfeldt lamented that the period style in photography (“new 
photography”) was marked by too strong an emphasis on the technological and machine-oriented 
world, an objective art that showed itself in automobiles, factories, buildings, and airplanes, 
which, he believed, came to replace the interior vision of artists.227  
Convinced that photography and art were diametrically opposed, Quedenfeldt argued that 
the “abstrakte Lichtbildkunst,” his form of light painting, could bring spiritual subjective 
                                                 
225 “Das objecktive, zwangsläufige Sehbild der Photographie kann nicht die subjektiv erfühlte Vision des Künstlers 
sein.” Erwin Quedenfeldt, “Die Abstrakte Lichtbildkunst,” Photographische Korrespondenz (1927): 321-324. 
226 For more on Quedenfeldt’s theory of “Abstrakte Lichtbildkunst” and its influence on photographic abstraction, 
see: Rolf H. Krauss, “The Spiritual in Photography, or: The Photographic Path to Abstraction,” 103-137. 
227 Erwin Quedenfeldt, “Photographie und Lichtbildkunst,” Das Deutsche Lichtbild (1929): 20-29.   
252 
 
expression back to photography by emphasizing cameraless photography’s capacity for 
abstraction. A photographer and chemist, Quedenfeldt privileged the chemical and technical 
aspects of photography over its technological aspects, but, like Moholy-Nagy, his task, and the 
task of artist of his time, was far loftier. Echoing Kandinsky, Quedenfeldt believed that an artist’s 
work should serve “to promote the construction of a new human order.”228 The artist must 
understand the modern world and the new values of life and make them clear in his art. For 
Quedenfeldt, the “abstrakte Lichtbildkunst” was a means of expressing this spiritual view of life 
and bringing subjective experience back to photography. 
The interest in abstraction as a viable mode for photography was no longer discussed 
with the sort of urgency expressed by Quedenfeldt. Czech amateur photographer Jaromír Funke 
was also critical of cameraless photography as a viable form of creative photography, arguing 
that its removal from the camera made it inherently less photographic. Funke’s essay on Man 
Ray expressed his interest in merging the aesthetics and technical proficiency of amateur “art 
photography” with avant-garde experimentation. Jaromír Funke wrote admiringly about Man 
Ray’s cameraless photography in the mid-1920s, and took up the subject again in his 1927 essay, 
“Man Ray,” for the Czech amateur photography magazine Fotografický obzor.229 Although 
Funke saw Man Ray’s cameraless photographs as a model for his own abstract photographs, he 
was less inclined to relinquish the camera.230 He praised Man Ray’s cameraless series Les 
Champs délicieux for initiating a new conversation about photography, however, he argued that, 
                                                 
228 “. . . um dem Bau einer neuen Menschheitsordnung zu fördern.” Quedenfeldt, “Die Abstrakte Lichtbildkunst,” 
324. 
229 Jaromír Funke, “Man Ray,” Fotografický obzor XXXV (1927): 36-38. Reprinted in: Antonin Dufek, Jaromír 
Funke: Pioneering Avant-Garde Photography (1896-1945) (Brno, Czechoslavkia: Moravska Gallery, 1996), 155-
157. 
230 See: Witkovsky, “Jaromír Funke's Abstract Photo Series of 1927–1929: History in the Making,”   
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“these prints might be very interesting and deeply curious, but only the thinnest of threads binds 
them to photography.”231  
Questioning their very status as art, or photography, Funke described several of Man 
Ray’s cameraless works created with scattered matches, a comb, or sugar cubes, concluding “[i]t 
is not possible to create art, especially the new Surrealist art, so cheaply” (fig. 3-44).232 Despite 
Funke’s argument that there was nothing “photographic” about cameraless photography, he cited 
Man Ray as exemplary of “a certain stage of photographic evolution. It was he who emphasized 
the beauties of ordinariness. It was he who demonstrated the plasticity of light. He was the first 
to demonstrate the intrinsic beauty of details. He was the first past some very important posts.”233 
For Funke, this highly experimental work, though groundbreaking, was now passé. Real 
creativity with photography and abstraction was to be found in creative use of the camera.  
 
Conclusion: Cameraless Photography at The End of The Decade 
In the decade’s last years, cameraless photography was incorporated into broader 
discussions about modern photography in publications, exhibitions, and in the classroom. The 
medium therefore entered into larger debates about the “new photography,” debates that centered 
around the role of photography in visual literacy and the need to educate people to see the 
modern world in new and dynamic ways through teaching, designing, exhibiting, and publishing 
new forms of photography. As a powerful form of visual communication that required 
experimentation with photography’s materials and a thorough knowledge of photography’s laws, 
cameraless photography was an essential component in the development of a language of 
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photography; a language that could be taught, learned, and understood through active making 
and active looking. Significant in its own right, when combined with new typography, 
cameraless photography increased visual literacy by bringing about a new way of visualizing and 
interacting with the modern world.  
It was also clear at the end of the decade that cameraless photography continued to 
resonate in popular culture, even as it was promoted as a facet of the “new photography.” As 
such, it never strayed too far from its amateur precedents. Its presence was felt in popular 
magazines as a form of creative play that would help to bring the uninitiated into the realm of 
modern photography. Artists like Moholy-Nagy and Nerlinger, even Lissitzky, contributed to 
cameraless photography’s propagation in popular culture by introducing a new audience to its 
creative possibilities. This presence signaled the crossover between publications focused on 
cameraless photography’s status as art and those focused on its use as an amateur photographic 
pastime.  
Regardless of the medium’s possibilities, it was increasingly clear by the end of the 
1920s that photography produced with a camera was the way forward for modern photography. 
By 1929, in the days leading up to and following FiFo, cameraless photography’s popularity was 
already beginning to wane. With shifting social and political priorities in the early 1930s, other 
forms of photography dominated. It is important to note that by 1930 the Weimar Republic was 
in deep crisis, the faltering Republic was nearing its end as the National Socialist takeover 
marched forward in the years leading up to 1933.234 These tumultuous years were also uncertain 
for those who had promoted cameraless photography. Moholy-Nagy, long cameraless 
                                                 
234 Detlev Peukert has argued that the National Socialist takeover began as early as 1930, even if the party did not 
officially come to power until 1933. See: Detlev Peukert, The Weimar Republic: The Crisis of Classical Modernity 
(New York: Hill and Wang, 2008).  
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photography’s most outspoken advocate, experienced a period of major disruption in the early 
1930s. A period marked by frequent travel for lectures and commissions, as well as increased 
interest in other creative endeavors, including design, theater, and film, his interest in cameraless 
photography, which had preoccupied him for the better part of a decade, declined.235  
As we have seen, cameraless photography was made acceptable, worthy of use by artists 
and amateurs alike, by the prominent avant-garde artists who took it up and argued for its 
relevance in the modern age. The connections of Moholy-Nagy, Man Ray, and El Lissitzky to 
various factions throughout Europe and the Soviet Union, and their steadfast concern for the 
circulation of their work, ensured the dissemination of cameraless photography in the mid-1920s. 
Never simply an art form, cameraless photography was as open to interpretation at the end of the 
decade as it was at the beginning. While cameraless photography was celebrated by many at the 
end of the decade, it was also derided by critics for its removal from the camera, and, 
importantly, for its remove from the realities of everyday life. For Renger-Patzsch and Kállai, it 
was the cameraless photograph’s denial of the camera’s objectivity, whereas for Nettelbeck and 
Federov-Davydov the medium was emblematic of the sort of photographic formalism that put 
form over content. In Soviet Russia, but also among members of Germany’s Worker 
Photographer movement, cameraless photography was viewed as unresponsive to the 
Communist worldview and the belief that photography must show the world as it “really” is. 
Although Moholy-Nagy believed that cameraless photography could fulfill its revolutionary 
potential by awakening people’s senses to the modern world, his justification for these semi-
abstract photographs was lost on those without the ability or interest to understand them. Despite 
increased criticism and diminished excitement around the medium, it did not disappear, but the 
                                                 
235 On the disruptions in Moholy-Nagy’s life and his growing interest in other creative activities, see: Passuth, 
Moholy-Nagy; and Witkovsky, Eliel, and Vale, Moholy-Nagy: Future Present. 
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early enthusiasm around it had dissipated. Its publication continued into the 1930s and beyond, 
proving that cameraless photography had fulfilled its revolutionary function by demonstrating 






In the introduction to this dissertation I suggested that the literature about cameraless 
photography was as important to the medium’s acceptance as an avant-garde art form as any of 
the pictures produced by its inventors, and that by shifting the focus to its literature and 
publications an alternate narrative might emerge. This shift in focus has allowed me to look 
closely at the publications that featured cameraless photography between 1920 and 1929 and 
how their framing of the medium challenges our perception of it. This shift also revealed that the 
discussion about cameraless photography was never simply about the medium itself. Rather, it 
was concerned with cameraless photography’s role in other more complicated narratives that 
were occurring simultaneously in the larger fields of photography and modernism. These 
narratives included photography’s viability as a form of artistic expression, the use of abstraction 
and its meanings, questions concerning technology and film, photography as a revolutionary 
practice, photography’s practical uses in advertising and graphic design, and photography as a 
means of creative play. Cameraless photography was at the forefront of these discussions and 
debates, often highlighting the tensions between photography and painting in the 1920s and the 
battles between modernity and tradition that preoccupied many artists during this period. By 
providing a more nuanced examination of cameraless photography’s publications, I have been 
able to provide additional context about why, when, where, and by whom cameraless 
photographs were reproduced and discussed in print. In so doing, this dissertation has made a 
significant contribution to the discourse on cameraless photography. 
During the brief ten-year period that is the focus of this dissertation cameraless 
photography was introduced, theorized, codified, debated, and attacked as a viable means of 
bringing photography into the realm of art. From the early 1920s cameraless photography 
258 
 
appeared in both avant-garde and popular publications that included art, literature, and design 
magazines, avant-garde journals, photography magazines and books, illustrated weeklies, and 
fashion magazines. The magazines and journals were instrumental to the dissemination of 
cameraless photography, acting as vehicles for the transmission of information and artwork to an 
increasingly international group of avant-gardes. Not only did these publications provide a 
means of communication between artists and writers in far flung locations, they were also sites 
for discussion and debate, and venues for the exhibition of new work. 
As we have seen, the medium was taken up at approximately the same time by different 
individuals, in different locales, with different interests and artistic allegiances, and its relevance 
and meaning shifted depending on how, when, where, and for whom it was written about and 
debated. Even though cameraless photography was as old as photography itself and we know 
that it continued throughout the nineteenth and into the twentieth century in the realm of 
amateurs, scientists and spiritualists, it was taken up as an artistic process in 1919. 1919, the year 
immediately following the end of the First World War, was a crucial year for cameraless 
photography’s re-invention and the decision by artists to take it up and position it as new. This 
was not coincidental. On the contrary, in the immediate aftermath of “the war to end all wars,” 
there was a desire among artists, particularly in Europe, to denounce the past and start again from 
the ground up. This was especially true among German and Central European artists, who were 
left defeated and with a feeling of illegitimacy, while the French engaged in a kind of 
triumphalism that was in stark contrast to the German experience. In Germany, artists were 
disdainful of tradition and established modes of creativity no longer tied to the old regime. As 
Geoffrey Batchen has noted in this context, “Many artists responded by seeking to abandon or 
overthrow prevailing conventions of reality, conventions associated with bourgeois society and 
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therefore with the established social and political system. In other words, seeing itself became a 
political issue.”1 It thus became a moral imperative for artists to seek new forms. Cameraless 
photography, which had no ties to long established traditions in painting, could therefore be 
positioned as an avant-garde invention based in a desire for processes that reflected chance, 
revolution, chaos, and automatism. 
The distinctions between the German and French experience during the war were played 
out to some degree in the histories of photography, modernism, and cameraless photography. A 
close reading of cameraless photography’s narrative in the 1920s has revealed the parallels 
between the medium’s early avant-garde history and the larger histories of photography and 
modernism. Indeed, like these larger histories, cameraless photography’s texts and publications 
have shown a preoccupation with naming, a desire for invention and innovation, a tendency 
toward nationalism in the production and reception of artists and art works, a disdain for what 
came before, and a desire to start over with new sources and processes. The interest in naming 
and claims to invention have been noted elsewhere in the history of photography, especially 
regarding the invention of photography and the re-invention of photomontage by members of 
Berlin Dada.2 It is worth remembering that cameraless photography was by no means the only 
medium or practice to engage in these sorts of debates.  
Likewise, the privileging of Man Ray over Moholy-Nagy, Schad, and Lissitzky was 
symptomatic of the nationalism at play in these larger histories and the tendency to view France 
as the center of modernist activity and innovation, while Germany and Central Europe were long 
disregarded or thought of as secondary and derivative. We saw this time and again in the 
                                                 
1 Batchen, Emanations, 18. 
2 On naming, see Geoffrey Batchen’s essay “The Naming of Photography: ‘A Mass of Metaphor’.” On the various 
claims to the invention of photography, see Batchen, Burning with Desire. On the “invention of photomontage, see: 
Brigid Doherty’s essay “Berlin,” in Dada, 87-112. 
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publications from the early to mid-1920s, as Man Ray was hailed as cameraless photography’s 
true inventor, while Schad was passed over as a mere stepping stone to the more groundbreaking 
work of the American artist living and working in Paris. The same could be said for the blatant 
disregard for Moholy-Nagy’s work through the mid-1920s. As we have seen, the French 
publications largely igored the cameraless work coming out of Central Europe that was not tied 
to Dada and Surrealist activity in Paris. In German and Central European publications, 
cameraless photography proved to have currency beyond Dada, Surrealism, and even 
Constructivism, where it was positioned as a revolutionary new form of creative expression with 
recourse to art, but also, importantly, to typography and graphic design. For artists like Moholy-
Nagy and Lissitzky, but also for typographers like Tschichold, cameraless photography held 
promise for the burgeoning fields of graphic design and advertising as a new form of 
photomontage or “fotoplastik” that could transform the printed page. The medium was also an 
important articulation of Moholy-Nagy’s broader interest in new media, including his work with 
kinetic sculpture and the light-space modulator. His promotion of cameraless photography as 
part of a larger pedagogical program for the teaching of photography might be thought of as the 
photographic equivalent to the Bauhaus preliminary course, training practitioners in methods and 
materials as a means of mastering photography.3 This idea would be carried forward in his later 
teaching at the New Bauhaus.  
The publications also revealed the stark differences between artists (and critics) with 
varied allegiances, and the debates and animosities that ensued among the principal players in 
cameraless photography’s resurgence regarding how best to make use of the medium. Although 
it was hailed in the early 1920s as a new and innovative art form, by the late 1920s artists and 
                                                 
3 I would like to thank John Maciuika for pointing this out. 
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critics were questioning cameraless photography’s relationship to abstraction, to realism, to 
commercial endeavors, to politics, and to science. As we have seen, the constant push and pull 
regarding the medium’s resonance to these various issues played itself out in the publications. 
Long associated with abstraction, cameraless photography was celebrated early on for freeing 
abstraction from painting and bringing it to the stagnant field of photography. Photographers like 
Quedenfeldt viewed cameraless photography as a means of bringing the ideas of Kandinsky to 
photography, but he was critical of artists like Man Ray for not moving far enough into 
abstraction. Not abstract enough for Quedenfeldt, for Funke cameraless photography’s 
abstraction was not photographic enough because it eschewed the camera. For still others, like 
Nettelbeck, Kállai, Renger-Patzsch, and others, the medium’s abstraction was experimentation 
run amok and too far removed from the realism of the camera. At issue for many was the 
medium’s presumed removal from radical politics, as well as the shift toward Worker-
Photography at the end of the decade. The experimental work of Moholy-Nagy and Lissitzky, 
both of whom positioned the medium within their Communist-inflected worldview, was viewed 
in some instances, as formalist and apolitical. Despite their politics, both Moholy-Nagy and 
Lissitzky made use of cameraless photography for graphic design and advertising, which was in 
keeping with their desires to make practical use of the medium for the betterment of society. 
Nerlinger and others sought to push cameraless photography toward realism using stencils and 
paper cut-outs to bring narrative and storytelling to the cameraless medium. These and other 
shifting viewpoints and debates were a response to the changing social and cultural situations 
that revealed themselves in the publications throughout the 1920s. As this dissertation 
demonstrates, cameraless photography’s meanings and currency changed and evolved over time, 
much like the larger field of photography.  
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The experimental approach to photography that was embodied in the cameraless process 
made it popular among photographers in the decades that followed. Indeed, cameraless 
photography continued to resonate with artists in the 1930s and 1940s due to the medium’s 
connections to the fundamentals of photography, but also to abstraction, Surrealism, and avant-
garde art practice in general. Surrealism’s continued activity and its increasingly international 
presence brought with it new cameraless experimenters in Europe and the United States. Artists 
in Japan began experimenting with cameraless photography in the early 1930s, just prior to and 
immediately following the arrival of the Film und Foto exhibition in 1931.4 In the immediate 
post-WWII period, abstraction came to the fore once again in Germany among artists working in 
Subjective photography. Moholy-Nagy’s move to the United States in 1937 to lead the New 
Bauhaus in Chicago, and his subsequent founding of the School of Design in 1939, brought a 
new generation of photographers to cameraless photography, as he continued to teach the process 
as part of the school’s curriculum. Cameraless photography did not disappear after 1929. On the 
contrary, even if critical writing about the medium tapered off, the practice continued. 
Although the flurry of written texts in support of cameraless photography diminished 
after 1929, the medium continued to appear in publications and in a range of prominent 
exhibitions on art and photography into the 1930s and beyond. Among the most important were 
Julien Levy Gallery’s exhibitions Surrealisme (1932), Modern European Photography (1932), 
and a solo show of Man Ray’s photography (1932); Alfred H. Barr’s 1936 exhibitions Cubism 
and Abstract and Fantastic Art, Dada, Surrealism at the Museum of Modern Art; Beaumont 
Newhall’s 1937 exhibition Photography 1839-1937 also at the Museum of Modern Art; and in 
Lucia Moholy’s book A Hundred Years of photography.5 These exhibitions and books 
                                                 
4 For more information on the Japanese use of cameraless photography in the 1930s, see: Batchen, Emanations. 
5 For more on cameraless photography’s exhibitions and publications after 1930, see: Batchen, Emanations. 
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highlighted the importance of cameraless photography to the histories of photography and 
modernism.  
This dissertation has contributed to the continued interest in cameraless processes that has 
captured the imagination of artists and amateurs since the birth of the medium. As discussed 
above, cameraless photography was increasingly common in the modern photographer’s 
repertoire in the years that followed.6 In recent decades, cameraless photography has experienced 
a resurgence among contemporary artists.7 A response to the ubiquity of digital photography and 
the presumed death of traditional darkroom practices, in the last several decades artists have 
looked to cameraless processes as a means of dealing with photography’s ongoing relationship 
with invention and obsolescence. Works by artists like Alison Rossiter make use of obsolete 
papers, while Eric William Carroll and Christian Marclay create large-scale works that reference 
the passage of time or cameraless photography as a rudimentary recording device. Artist and 
cameraless photography historian Floris Neusüss often uses the body in his large-scale 
cameraless photographs, while Adam Fuss, Susan Derges, and Hiroshi Sugimoto create a range 
of work that references aspects of the early cameraless images of Talbot or Anna Atkins. Other 
artists, like Marco Breuer and Pierre Cordier, have taken traditional darkroom work to a new 
level by manipulating papers, objects, chemicals, and light sources in new and intriguing ways. 
As articulated time and again by Moholy-Nagy, cameraless photography gets to the very nature 
                                                 
6 For examples of cameraless photography’s use after 1930, see: Batchen, Emanations; Barnes, Shadow Catchers: 
Camera-Less Photography; Neusüss, Das Fotogramm in der Kunst.  
7 Recent exhibitions at the Metropolitan Museum of Art (Surface Tension, 2009), the Victoria and Albert Museum 
(Shadow Catchers: Cameraless Photography, 2010), the Getty Museum (Light, Paper, Process: Reinventing 
Photography, 2015), and at the Govett-Brewster Art Gallery (Emanations: The Art of the Cameraless Photograph, 
2017), and the current exhibition at the Tate Modern (Shape of Light: 100 Years of Photography and Abstract Art, 




of photography itself and is therefore essential to understanding that, in the end, “photography is: 
writing with light.”8
                                                 









Christian Schad, Arp et Val Serner dans le crocrodrarium royal de Londres, 1919 
Dada 7, March 1920 
  Figs. 1-2 and 1-3 
T. Gaffield, Leaf Prints, n.d. 




M.G. Pottelen-Flahaut, Untitled nineteenth-century photograph, n.d.  





J. B. Polak, Triton Tritonis, X-Ray, n.d. 
László Moholy-Nagy, Malerei Photographie Film, 1925 
 
    
Fig. 1-6 and 1-7 




Paul Lindner, Untitled cameraless photograph, n.d.  







Figs. 1-9, 1-10, 1-11 
Paul Lindner, Untitled cameraless photographs, n.d.  
Paul Lindner, Photographie ohne Kamera, 1920 
 
       
Fig. 1-12         Fig. 1-13 
Christian Schad, Schadograph no. 5, 1919                Man Ray, Rayograph, 1922 
Gilman Paper Company Collection Gelatin-Silver Print 





Man Ray, Cover of Champs Délicieux, Paris 1922 
 
     
     





   
Fig. 1-15 




Advertisement/Subscription card for Man Ray’s Champs Délicieux  
Les Feuilles Libres, April- May, 1922  
 
       
Fig. 1-17        Fig. 1-18 
László Moholy-Nagy, Untitled, 1922  Man Ray, Untitled, 1922  





László Moholy-Nagy, Untitled, 1922 
Broom 4, no. 4, 1923 
 
        
Fig. 1-20        Fig. 1-21 
László Moholy-Nagy, Untitled, 1922 László Moholy-Nagy, Untitled, 1922 
Merz, July 1923 Broom, March 1923 
 
Fig. 1-22 
El Lissitzky and Vilmos Huszar, 
4 i Lampe (Heliokonstruktion 125 Volt), 1923 




Fig. 1-23 Fig. 1-24 
Man Ray, esoRRose Sel à vie, 1922 Man Ray, Marcel Duchamp as Rrose 
The Little Review, Fall 1922 Selavy, 1920-1921 
Gelatin silver print 
Philadelphia Museum of Art 
 
Fig. 1-25 
Francis Picabia, Here, This is Stieglitz Here, 1915 
Ink, graphite, and cut-and-pasted painted and printed papers on paperboard 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Alfred Stieglitz Collection, 1949 
Fig. 1-26 
Jean Cocteau, “Open Letter to M. Man Ray, American Photographer” 





Man Ray, Monsieur…, Inventeur, Constructeur, 6 Seconds, 1922 
Littérature, Paris, March 1923 
Fig. 1-28        Fig. 1-29 
Man Ray, “A New Method of Realizing “Experiments in Modernistic the Artistic 
Possibilities of Photography”  Photography” 
Vanity Fair, November 1922       Vanity Fair, July 1921 
Fig. 1-30 




Fig. 1-31 Fig. 1-32 
Tristan Tzara, “La Photographie a l’Envers” László Moholy-Nagy,  
Preface to Les Champs Délicieux, 1922 “Produktion— Reproduktion” 
De Stijl, July 1922 
Fig. 1-33        Fig. 1-34 
Cover, Život 2, 1922 Man Ray, Foto,1922 
in Karel Teige, “Foto, Kino, Film”  




Man Ray, Untitled cameraless photograph, 1922 





L: Man Ray, Untitled cameraless 
photograph, 1924 
Ernő Kállai, “Konstruktivismus,” Jahrbuch der Jungen Kunst, 1924 
Fig. 2-3 
Varvara Stepanova cover for Sovetskoe kino 8/9, 1926 
Fig. 2-4        Fig. 2-5 
Cover, Malerei Photographie Film, 1925 Cover design for Broom  






László Moholy-Nagy, Blumenfotogramm 








L: Man Ray, Fotogramm (1922)  
R: László Moholy-Nagy, Fotogramm (1922) 






Left: Moholy-Nagy, Photogramm 
Right: Man Ray, Photogramm  
Malerei Photographie Film, 1925  
 
  
Fig. 2-10 Fig. 2-11 
Man Ray Untitled Cameraless photograph, Man Ray, Marine, 1925 
1924 La Révolution Surréaliste, July 1925 
La Révolution Surréaliste, April 1925 
 
      
Fig. 2-12      Fig. 2-13 
Erwin Quedenfeldt, Untitled cameraless   Man Ray, Untitled cameraless photographs, 
photograph, 1926     1925 





Double page spread, László Moholy-Nagy, Photogramm, and Konstruktion “K ”ͯ  
Malerei Photographie Film, 1925 
 
     
Fig. 2-15 and 2-16 
Heinrich Spaemann and Carl Straub, Untitled cameraless photographs 




Man Ray, Untitled cameraless photograph 








Double page spread, J. B. Polak, Röntgenphoto, and Moholy-Nagy, Photogramm 




Double page spread, J. B. Polak, Röntgenphoto, and Moholy-Nagy, Photogramm 
Malerei Photographie Film, 1925 
 
     
Fig. 2-20  Fig. 2-21 
Man Ray, Photogramm  Photograph of crystal with Raoul 
Malerei Photographie Film, 1925  Francé chart 






Double page spread featuring work by Ludwig Mies van der Rohe 
Merz 8/9 (Natur/Nasci), 1924 
 
      
Fig. 2-23       Fig. 2-24 
Vladimir Tatlin, Monument to the Third                                  Hans Arp, Untitled collage 
International                                                                           Merz 8/9 (Natur/Nasci), 1924 




Man Ray, Untitled cameraless photograph, 1924 




        
Fig. 2-26         Fig. 2-27 
Man Ray, Untitled cameraless photograph, 1922                    Man Ray, Untitled cameraless 
G 3, 1924  photograph, 1925 
Les Cahiers du Mois 16/17, 1925 
 
       
Fig. 2-28         Fig. 2-29 
Cover of G, 5/6, 1926 Man Ray, Das neue Landschaft 
(The new landscape), 1926 
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Fig. 3-1        Fig. 3-2 
Die Form special issue on Film und Foto,  First issue of die neue linie, cover 
by May 1929   László Moholy-Nagy 
September 1929 
 
       
Fig. 3-3        Fig. 3-4 
László Moholy-Nagy, Goerz advertisement, 1926,  László Moholy-Nagy with Dr. 
“Fotoplastische Reklame”  Moses, Röntgenfoto,  
Offset. Buch und Werbekunst, 1926   “Fotoplastische Reklame” 
  Offset. Buch und Werbekunst, 1926 
 
Fig. 3-5 
László Moholy-Nagy, Cover 




     
Figs. 3-6 and 3-7 
Piet Zwart, Advertisement for NKF, and El Lissitzky, Advertisement for Pelikan Ink, in 
Jan Tschichold’s “Fotografie und Typografie” 
Die Form, no. 7, 1928 
 
       
Figs. 3-8 and 3-9 
El Lissitzky, “Portrait of Himself: Photo-Painting” (Selbstporträt: Photomalerei), 1923 
Gebrauchsgraphik, December 1928 
El Lissitzky, Pelikan Ink advertisement, 1924 
Gebrauchsgraphik, December 1928 
 
       
Fig. 3-10  Fig. 3-11 
Aleksandr Rodchenko, Pro eto. Ei i mne  Aleksander Rodchenko, 
Lengiz, Books (About This. To Her and to Me),  From All Branches of  
“Pro eto” by Vladimir Mayakovsky, 1923  Knowledge, 1924  






Lef (Left, or Left front of the arts), no. 1-2 




       
Fig. 3-13 Fig. 3-14 
El Lissitzky, Self Portrait (The Constructor), 1924 El Lissitzky, “Fotopis’”  
Collage of lithographic and drawn elements Sovetskoe 
foto added to a photographic image  May 1929  
 
        
Fig. 3-15 Fig. 3-16 
László Moholy-Nagy, Untitled cameraless Illustration from “Neue Wege in 
der photograph Photographie: Ein malerischer 
Deutscher Kamera Almanach, 1929 Versuch” 





László Moholy-Nagy, “Photogramme: Eine neue Spielerei mit lichtempfindlichem Papier”  




Oskar Nerlinger, “Was ist ein Fotogramm”  









Fig. 3-20 Fig. 3-21 
Top: László Moholy-Nagy, Top: Spaemann-Straub, Photogramm 
Das Aterlierhaus des Bauhauses Dessau  Bottom: László Moholy-Nagy, 
Eifersucht Bottom: László Moholy-Nagy,  Photoplastik  
Blummenphotogramm   das neue frankfurt, 1928   
das neue frankfurt, 1928 
     
       
Fig. 3-22 Fig. 3-23 
Top: André Kertész, Photographisches Top: Otto Umbehr, Katze  
Stilleben Bottom: Water Peterhans, 
das neue frankfurt, 1928      Photographisches Stilleben 
  das neue frankfurt, 1928 
 
        
Fig. 3-24 Fig. 3-25 
Cover, Albert Renger-Patzsch, Albert Renger-Patzsch, Kenper Blast 
Die Welt ist schön, 1928 Furnace Plant, Herrenwyk, 
1927  





László Moholy-Nagy, “Eine Programmandeutung für fotografische Arbeit” (A suggested 
program for photographic work)  
Der Führer: Ausstellung des Verbandes deutscher Amateur- photographen-Vereine, 1927 
 
       
Fig. 3-27  Fig. 3-28 
László Moholy-Nagy, “fotografie ist  László Moholy-Nagy, 
lichtgestaltung”   “Fotogramm und  
bauhaus 2, no. 1, 1928   Grenzgebiete”   
  i10, 1929 
 
       
Figs. 3-29 and 3-30 
László Moholy-Nagy, “La Photographie ce qu’elle était, ce qu’elle devra être,” 
(Photography: What it was, what it should be) 






Room 1, Film und Foto exhibition, 1929 (Stuttgart) 
 
Fig. 3-32 
László Moholy-Nagy, “Die wichtigsten Epochen aus der Geschichte der Fotografie” 










Soviet Gallery designed by El Lissitzky, Film und Foto exhibition, 1929 
 
     
Figs. 3-35, 3-36, 3-37 
Cameraless photographs by Oskar Nerlinger, Man Ray, and Otto Umbehr (Umbo) 






Cover of Franz Roh and Jan Tschichold’s Foto-Auge, with El Lissitzky, Self-Portrait 




Franz Roh, Cover, L. Moholy-Nagy: 60 Fotos, 1930 
 
         
Figs. 3-40 and 3-41 
Man Ray cameraless photographs 






Walter Nettelbeck, “Sinn und Unsinn der ‘Modernen’ Fotografie”  
Der Arbeiter-Fotograf, November 1929 
 
        
Fig. 3-43 Fig 3-44 
Erwin Quedenfeldt, [Cameraless composition], Man Ray, Untitled cameraless,  
1927 photograph, 1922 
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